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Abstract 
STUDENTS PERSPECTIVES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES WITH PLACEMENT TESTING 
 
Cecial N. Henderson, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, March, 2017 
Chairperson: Kenneth Mawritz 
Remediation has become one of the greatest barriers to student success and 
disproportionately affects the persistence and retention rates of African American community 
college students. Nearly 70% of the African American students at community colleges required 
remediation, which results in low persistence and graduation rates for these students. Many of 
these students, not understanding the consequences of the placement test, do not approach the 
placement exam prepared or knowledgeable and often perform poorly (Bailey, 2009; Swail, 
2003), often resulting in developmental or remedial course placement.  
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore how African American 
community college students perceived their placement test experiences after participating in the 
SmartStart orientation program and further explore the pre-college experiences (enrollment 
choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, family support, peer support, 
and motivation to learn) of these students in relation to placement testing. Specifically, this study 
sought to provide solutions for administrators and policymakers as they design retention 
programs aimed at increasing the persistence and completion rates of African American 
community college students.  
The Smart Start Placement Test Orientation Program (SMART) is a researcher developed 
intervention, developed to provide a more holistic assessment of African American community 
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college students’ academic skills by exposing them to the computer adaptive format of 
ACCUPLACER®, brushing up their skills, and ensuring that students are aware of the purpose 
and importance of the course placement system. SMART utilized a hybrid or “blended” model, 
which included both face-to-face and online instruction and was not intended to be a placement 
test cram session, but instead attempted to instill a sense of confidence in the participants. The 
goal was for the students to be fully equipped and knowledgeable about the effect of 
developmental education on the length of study, program cost, and financial aid.  
The research methodology followed a qualitative approach. Data was collected from the 
in-depth interviews of six African American community college students who applied to the 
community college as freshmen for the 2016-2017 year and were required to take the placement 
test. This research explored the individual lived experiences of the students who participated in 
SMART through semi-structured interviews.  
The results from this study indicated that the pre-college experiences of African 
American students were significant factors in the participants’ perceptions about their academic 
abilities and significantly impacted their approach to the test, resulting in low test scores. The 
participants were not knowledgeable about placement testing and did not even know the true 
purpose of the test. Participation in SMART however, positively impacted the participants’ 
perceptions, approach, and sense of confidence in their academic abilities.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Introduction to the Problem 
“America is not a place where chance of birth or circumstance should decide our 
destiny. And that is why we need to build new ladders of opportunity into the middle class 
for all who are willing to climb them.” (President Barack Obama, State of the Union 
Address 2013) 
 
President Obama asserted that, “earning a postsecondary degree or credential is no longer 
just a pathway to opportunity for a talented few; but rather, it is a prerequisite for the growing 
jobs of the new economy” (the White House, n.d.). President Obama’s American Graduation 
Initiative called for America to lead the world in degree completion by 2020 and increase 
“ladders of opportunity into the middle class” by ensuring that larger numbers of students are 
being prepared for the jobs of the future. Community colleges play a vital role in degree 
completion, now enrolling 40% of all college students. Specifically building on their current 
strengths, the President challenged community colleges to increase graduates, including students 
who earn certificates, by five million by 2020 (Obama, 2009). Despite this call for higher 
education to increase the number of community college graduates, most students who begin at 
community colleges are identified as underprepared and begin in developmental and /or remedial 
courses (terms which are often used interchangeably) which do not count toward transfer and 
some degree options (Hoyt & Sorensen, 2002; Deil-Amen, 2011). According to MDRC, “nearly 
60% of students arrive academically unprepared and enroll in at least one developmental reading, 
writing, or math course. Some face as many as four courses of remedial math or English before 
even attempting a college-level course” (2013). For African American students the numbers are 
more staggering. According to Complete College America (2012), nearly 70% of the African 
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American students at two-year colleges (which includes community colleges) required 
remediation. 
These required developmental courses increase tuition cost and extend the time necessary 
for program completion and graduation. Additionally, the success outcomes in terms of retention 
and completion rates are low for community college students who begin in developmental 
courses because many students do not start or complete the developmental education sequence. 
Therefore, they are unable to enroll in college-level courses necessary for degree completion 
(Clagett, 2011; Deil-Amen, 2011; MDRC, 2013). Research reveals that developmental education 
policies and course placement systems, used to determine if students can enroll in college-level 
courses, result in high numbers of African American students placing into developmental courses 
and low numbers of these students ever completing or earning a credential (Complete College 
America, 2012; Del-Amen, 2011). For African American students enrolled at two-year colleges, 
only 14.4% completed remediation courses and associated college-level classes in two years 
(Complete College America, 2012).  
Additionally, many community college students plan to transfer to a four-year institution 
and earn a bachelor’s degree. Earning a bachelor’s degree is related to long-term economic and 
social benefits to individuals. For example, in 2013 the unemployment rate for African 
Americans aged 25 to 29 with a college degree was 7.6% compared to 17.8% of those without a 
degree. These benefits are passed on to future generations, thereby enhancing the quality of 
family life and the communities in which they live, as well as the larger society described by 
President Obama as the middle class (Obama, 2009). While college was once considered an 
opportunity for a relatively small percentage of the population, this is no longer the case (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2012). Access to higher education for African Americans has 
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drastically increased over the past decade, but successful outcomes, in terms of college 
completion, for these students have not been as encouraging (Department of Education, 2012). 
According to the Department of Education data (2012), nearly 58% of white students who 
entered four-year colleges in 1996 earned a bachelor’s degree in six years, compared to only 
39% of African Americans. A decade later, in 2005, 62% of whites earned a degree within six 
years, versus only 40% of African Americans and 51% of Hispanics. In other words, while the 
white population showed some increase, there was very little increase in degree attainment for 
African Americans. Postsecondary institutions and policymakers are thus seeking and crafting 
recommendations to enhance student success and educational attainment for African American 
students.  
This research project aimed to provide some answers as to why African American 
community college students are overwhelmingly placing into developmental classes. 
Additionally, this study sought solutions to enhance the placement of these students in college-
level classes, thereby increasing persistence and degree attainment. The researcher hoped the 
analysis of data provided needed information to guide future decisions and provide direction for 
program development that supports African American students’ success in degree completion 
and the ability to compete in a global society.  
Problem Statement 
Remediation has become one of the greatest barriers to student success and 
dispropotionately affects the persistance and retention rates of African American community 
college students (Bailey, 2009; Swail, 2003). Research indicates that the seemingly 
straightforward course placement system is complex and confusing (Bailey, 2009; Del-Amen, 
2011; Hodara, 2011) and results in poor outcomes for a majority of African American 
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community college students. The scores that students earn on the placement assessment 
determine whether students will be deemed underprepared for college level coursework or 
academically “college ready” to enroll in college-level classes.  However, many first-generation 
(students whose parents have not earned a bachelor’s degree or higher) and African American 
students take the college placement assessment with very little preparation or knowledge of the 
consequences of the high-stakes nature of the assessment. This lack of preparation and 
knowledge negatively affects students’ scores on the placement assessment and results in 
inaccurate scores and unnecessary developmental course placement (Bailey, 2009; Attwall, 
Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006). African American students who begin in developmental 
courses have low persistence rates and are seldom retained through graduation (Allen, 2010; 
Community College Resource Center, 2010; Complete College America, 2012; Springer, 2010). 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Developmental education and remediation have become one of the leading issues facing 
higher education, especially community colleges. According to Complete College America 
(2012), 52% of all entering freshmen at two-year colleges required remediation compared to only 
19% at four-year colleges. Additionally, nearly 70% of the African American students at two-
year colleges required remediation. However, attempting to address college remediation is a 
complicated task.  
Research shows that course placement systems are inconsistent, vary from institution to 
institution, lack clarity, and result in poor outcomes for most students (Bailey, 2009; Hughes & 
Scott-Clayton, 2011; Venezia et al., 2010). One of the core tenets of community colleges is open 
access to higher education for all that apply; 100% of students who apply are accepted. For this 
reason, each student must take a placement assessment in reading, writing, and math in order to 
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demonstrate academic competency and to be matched with courses appropriate to their academic 
preparation (Sawyer, 1996). Students must earn a minimum “cut score” in order to be allowed to 
enroll in college-level courses. However, students are typically given very little information or 
even know the purpose of the test or the consequence of the test scores (Bailey, 2009; Hughes & 
Scott-Clayton, 2011; Venezia et al., 2010). Because community colleges are open-access 
colleges and do not want to cause uneasiness for students, “they may be reluctant to stress the 
high stakes nature of the placement exam” (Hodara, 2011). Community colleges fear that 
students will misinterpret placement tests as admissions exams - like the Scholastic Assessment 
Test (SAT) or American College Testing (ACT) used at more selective four-year colleges - and 
simply not apply. Students, not understanding the consequences of the exam, do not set aside 
adequate time to prepare or complete the exam and thus tend to perform poorly (J. Vassiliou, 
personal communication, December 2014). As a result, one-time test performance may not be a 
true indication of the students’ academic abilities. Although students may have the potential to 
do well in a college-level class, due to poor performance and not earning the required “cut score” 
that indicates college readiness, they will be required to first enroll in developmental courses 
(Bailey, 2009; Del-Amen, 2011; Hodara, 2011). Research from the Community College 
Resource Center (2012) indicates that more than half of the students beginning at community 
colleges took one or more developmental courses within six years of their initial enrollment.  
XYZ Community College. 
XYZ Community College (XYZ) enrollment process further complicates the course 
placement system. (For the purpose of anonymity, the institution engaged in this study was 
renamed XYZ Community College.) XYZ enrollment process is fast paced and its “one-stop” 
notion pressures advisors and enrollment staff to test, advise, and register students for classes in 
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just one day. Some students who show up at the testing center are not aware that they will be 
taking a placement test, and are usually directed to the testing center by an advisor (S. Scott, 
2013 Testing Specialist). This lack of knowledge about the high-stakes nature of the placement 
assessment undermines students’ test performance and the accuracy of their course placements, 
and can result in students taking courses that they do not need (Bailey, 2009). Students whose 
test scores place them into the lowest level of the developmental course sequence are then 
required to add up to three additional semesters and related costs to their college career at XYZ. 
Although developmental courses cost the same as college-credit-bearing courses, they do not 
carry college credit (XYZ, n.d.).  
Research literature further suggests that improving outcomes for students who begin in 
developmental classes is complicated and has met with little success. Although developmental 
education has a long history in higher education, for the most part colleges have had little 
success in helping these students navigate the higher education maze and persist to completion 
(Bailey, 2009; Hoyt & Sorensen, 2000). Students who begin their college careers in 
developmental education courses have low persistence and graduation rates (Bailey, 2009; Hoyt 
& Sorensen, 2001), with African American students having the overall lowest persistence and 
graduation rates. According to Complete College America (2012), 62% of students enrolled in 
two-year colleges completed remediation courses, but only 22.3% completed remediation 
courses and associated college level courses within two years. The numbers are more alarming 
for African American students, with nearly 70% not completing remediation and associated 
college-level course in two years and only 14.4% completing remediation courses and associated 
college-level classes in two years. Additionally, the transfer rate for these students is also low. 
According to a National Student Clearinghouse study, “only 15 percent of students who began at 
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two-year institutions in 2006 completed a degree at a four-year institution within six years” 
(Shapiro et al., 2012). 
Furthermore, retention and completion rates for XYZ students who begin in 
developmental education are below the national average. The cohort of first-time, degree-seeking 
XYZ students who started in the fall 1997 had a 15.11% degree completion or transfer rate, 
which is significantly below the national average of 57% (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). 
The completion rate dropped to 10.44% for the fall 2001 cohort, in comparison to a 19% 
completion rate for XYZ neighboring community colleges.  
Developmental education and remediation have become critical issues for community 
colleges across the country due to large enrollment numbers at community colleges and the cost 
of developmental education. For the 2011–2012 school year, 8.3 million students (45% of all 
students) enrolled in public two-year colleges (Knapp et al., 2012). Costs of remedial education 
have mounted as increasing numbers of institutions experience reduced state funding. As 
reported by the Community College Resource Center researchers at Columbia University, the 
cost of remediation comes with a seven billion dollar price tag nationally (Scott-Clayton, Crosta, 
& Belfield, 2012). This is a hefty price tag for institutions struggling with declining state support 
and declining student enrollment. At the University of Nevada Reno, for example, 454 of the 
2,432 first-year students took developmental mathematics at a per-student cost of $306 
(Jacobson, 2006). Community college costs are similar. Because over one-third of XYZ revenues 
consist of tuition dollars, fiscal stability is tied to enrollment. At XYZ, 309 developmental full-
time equivalents (FTE’s) were not retained from Fall 2004 to Fall 2005, resulting in a loss of 
$125,316 in tuition dollars. In addition, its home state adopted a new funding formula for 
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community colleges in which one component is a stipend tied to changes in FTE’s for allocation 
of state funding (XYZ Institutional Research, 2012).  
The high number of low-income (those with family incomes of less than $25,000 per 
year) and first-generation students who are referred for developmental education poses another 
critical issue for community colleges. Overwhelmingly, low-income and first-generation students 
attend community colleges and are referred for developmental education at higher rates than 
other students. Data from the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 show that 44% of low-
income students attend community colleges as their first college after high school. In contrast, 
only 15% of high-income students initially enroll in community colleges. Similarly, 38% of first-
generation students choose community colleges as their first institution, compared with 20% of 
students whose parents graduated from college (Community College Research Center, 2012).  
Even with an increased focus on course placement systems and the effectiveness of 
remedial (developmental) education, little research has focused on African American community 
college students’ placement test experiences, in terms of their pre-college experiences and their 
knowledge and perceptions about placement testing. The purpose of this qualitative study 
(Creswell, 2012) was to explore how African American community college students perceived 
their placement test experiences after participating in the SmartStart Placement Test Orientation 
program (defined on page 14 and further outlined on page 51) and further explore the pre-college 
experiences of these students in relation to placement testing. This study further sought to 
provide an operational link for administrators and policymakers as they design retention 
programs aimed at increasing the persistence and completion rates of African American 
community college students.  
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Research Questions  
The intent of this qualitative study was to explore how African American community 
college students perceived their placement test experiences after participating in the Smart Start 
orientation related to their pre-college experiences. Two research questions were posed to 
address this study. The guiding research questions are as follows:  
1. How does African American community college students’ pre-college experiences 
(enrollment choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, family 
support, peer support, and motivation to learn) affect their attitude and approach to 
placement testing? 
2. To what extent does the Smart Start Orientation experience affect African American 
community college students’ approach, perceptions and behavior about placement 
testing? 
Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stance and Experiential Base  
The role of the researcher in this study required the identification of personal values, 
assumptions, and biases at the onset of the study. Having served as an administrator in the testing 
department at a community college, the researcher questioned the accuracy of placement test 
scores as an indicator of student success in college level courses.  This was based on 
observations of many students arriving to take the test with very little information or knowledge 
about the testing process or even the purpose of the test.  
As an African American, I feel strongly about the role education plays in changing the 
trajectory of a student’s life and creating a sense of empowerment.  However, I know that 
students face a variety of challenges during the educational process, particularly minority 
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students, and the sense of empowerment can easily be overpowered by their levels of insecurity 
and frustration. The placement testing experience can be one of the salient factors in achieving 
college readiness and reduce frustration. These observations and personal values formed the 
foundation of the researcher’s interest in this study. 
The philosophical belief of the researcher is social constructivism, believing that 
“individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work” (Creswell, 2012). 
Social constructivists hold that individuals develop personal meanings of their experiences and 
these meanings are formed through historical and cultural norms that function in their lives. The 
goal of this research was to rely on the participants’ views of the situation being studied so that 
the participants can construct the meaning of the situation (Creswell, 2012).  
This researcher believes that, despite having the same orientation and placement testing 
experience, each student will base his or her behavior and attitude on their personal pre-college 
experiences based in a historical and cultural context. Additionally, Swail (2003) also recognized 
these contextual experiences, stating that “we take a cumulative, longitudinal view of what 
matters to student success, recognizing that students do not come to postsecondary education 
tabula rasa.” In other words, students are a combination of their pre-college experiences; many 
years of complex cultural interactions with their family, community, political, and educational 
environments. This individual experience will influence how the student approaches the 
placement test and will affect the student’s approach and attitude to the placement exam.   
Data collection must be relevant to the situation and the individuals in order to gather 
needed information to answer the research questions. African American students, especially first-
generation students, bring a unique set of experiences to the college arena which, cannot be 
explained through quantitative data alone. Allowing the participants to frame the problem helps 
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the researcher seek viable solutions to the success of African American students at community 
colleges. In this study, the researcher sought the answers needed to demonstrate the value of a 
placement test orientation program in improving African American student success on the 
placement exam, thereby increasing African American students’ persistence and completion 
rates.   
Conceptual Framework 
Research indicates that success outcomes of persistence, retention, and graduation rates 
are low for African American students who begin their college careers in developmental classes. 
One model or educational approach, which fit this study, is the developmental education 
avoidance model. Research indicates that there are four basic models or approaches to improving 
developmental education outcomes: student support; contextualized learning; acceleration; and 
avoidance models (Donovan, et al., 2008; Rutschow & Schneider, 2011). Student support such as 
tutoring, mentoring, first-year programs, freshmen seminars, and orientation programs have 
proven to be somewhat effective in supporting students who begin in developmental courses. 
According to Rutschow and Schneider (2011), one of the best strategies is to craft interventions, 
which help students avoid placement in developmental courses by improving their skills before 
they ever enroll in college. The avoidance model provided the foundation for this study, which 
examined the effect of the Smart Start orientation program on African American students’ 
performance on the placement test. 
To provide critical background information for this study, three streams of research 
emerged. These included an overview of developmental education and the need for change, 
community college course placement systems, and African American students’ pre-college 
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experiences and the effects on their attitude and perceptions of placement testing. The 
relationships among these streams are depicted in Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
 
Using a qualitative approach, the purpose of the study was to explore how African 
American community college students perceived their placement test experiences after 
participating in the Smart Start orientation and further explore the pre-college experiences of 
these students in relation to placement testing. Semi-structured interviews were conducted which 
allowed students to share their approach, perceptions and behavior about SMART and placement 
testing, drawing upon their pre-college experiences.  “Interviewing provides access to the context 
of people’s behavior and thereby provides a way for the researcher to understand the meaning of 
the behavior (Seidman, 1998). This study sought to provide an operational link between 
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increasing placement of African American community college students in college-level courses 
and increasing retention and completion rates for African American community college students.  
Definition of Terms 
The terms listed in this section are provided for clarification and to present a clear understanding 
of the use of the terms in the study.   
 ACCUPLACER® Exam is a computer-adaptive suite of tests that determines a student’s 
knowledge in math, reading, and writing. It is used to place students in appropriate 
beginning courses and connect them to the resources they need to achieve academic success 
(ACT, 2009).  
 Assessment is the ongoing process aimed at understanding and improving student learning 
(Angelo, 1995).  
 College-level refers to the level of skill attainment and reasoning ability associated with 
or required by courses of study designed to lead to a degree. 
 College readiness means the level of preparation a student needs in order to enroll and 
succeed in a credit-bearing general education course (Conley, 2007).  
 College placement is the determination of in which freshmen academic class students 
will best succeed.  
 Community colleges (sometimes called junior colleges, technical colleges, two-year 
colleges, or city colleges) are primarily two-year public institutions providing higher 
education and lower-level tertiary education, granting certificates, diplomas, and 
associate degrees (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). These schools focus more on 
commuting students and do not usually have on-campus living arrangements. 
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 Cut score refers to the score students need to achieve on a college placement test in order 
to take college-credit-bearing classes.  
 Developmental education refers to “program, course, or activity (in the areas of reading, 
writing, or math) for students lacking those skills necessary to perform college level work 
at the level required by your institution” (National Center for Educational Statistics, 
1991, p. 46).   
 Pre-college experiences include the effects of academic preparation in K–12 schools, 
family background, enrollment choices, and financial aid, as well as assistance policies, 
on various dimensions of student success. 
 Persistence defines the percentage of students returning to college at any institution for a 
second year.  
 Placement testing is used by colleges and universities to assess college readiness and 
place students into their initial classes.  
 Remedial education courses are designed to bring underprepared students to expected 
skill competency levels.  
 Retention rate refers to the percentage of a school’s first-time, first-year undergraduate 
students who continue at that school the next year.  
 Smart Start Placement Test Orientation Program (SMART) is a researcher 
developed intervention, developed to improve placement scores by enhancing knowledge 
of the test and process.  
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
According to Creswell (2009), assumptions and limitations are recognized as flaws in 
research design and may represent potential internal and external threats to validity. Following 
are several such assumptions, limitations, and delimitations. 
Assumptions 
In selecting this topic, this researcher assumed that the Smart Start orientation program 
would affect African American students’ attitude and approach to placement testing. A 
foundational assumption is that placement test scores are not accurate and that African American 
students need preparation before taking the placement exam. While research indicates that 
students are not aware of the high-stakes nature of the placement test, this researcher made an 
assumption that students are willing and desire to participate in SMART and improve their 
testing performance. Although this researcher assigns importance to the accuracy of placement 
test scores and course placement, the researcher understands that not all students hold these same 
values. The reality is that each student’s pre-college experiences, beliefs, attitudes, and 
perceptions will affect how he or she approaches both the Smart Start Orientation and the 
placement test. Another assumption is that students will provide honest and truthful answers to 
interview questions and not simply provide responses that they think the researcher wants to 
hear. Additionally, it is assumed that a significant sample of students will decide to participate in 
Smart Start and that the selected sample will be representative of the larger population. 
Limitations  
Several limitations have been identified, which include the validity of the 
ACCUPLACER® exam as an accurate measure of student college readiness. Another limitation 
is the time constraint of offering the orientation only at the beginning of the semester and during 
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the day. Certain students who might want to participate in the orientation are excluded because 
they are unable to attend during the hours or time frame offered. Another limitation is that 
placement test scores could be influenced by the different skill levels of the participants, such as 
differences in age, the rigor of high school curricula, access to honor and advanced placement 
classes, or high school grade point average (GPA). In addition, it is possible that a student who 
chooses to participate in the orientation is already a highly motivated student and would have 
done well on the placement test regardless of participation in the orientation program. Due to the 
fact this study was conducted at only one community college with a limited population, there is 
no generality to the larger population and the results can only infer correlation; not causation.  
Delimitations 
Although this researcher chose only African American students for this research study 
because they have the highest placement rate in developmental education and the lowest 
graduation and transfer rates, the inclusion of only African American students and the exclusion 
of all others is a delimitation of this study. Additionally, the choices the researcher made 
regarding research questions, methodology, and philosophical framework represent 
delimitations. Other delimitations include the design of the study; the site studied; the specific 
sample of students chosen to be interviewed; and the time frame of the study.  
Summary 
Despite President Obama’s call for higher education to increase the number of 
community college graduates, many students who begin at community colleges start off in 
developmental (pre-college level) courses. Research shows that developmental education is a 
complicated process and those students who begin in developmental education courses usually 
drop out before earning a degree or certificate. Because students do not fare well in 
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developmental education, one of the best strategies is to help students avoid developmental 
education before they enter college and take a placement test (Donovan & Wheland, 2008). 
 While research on best practices in developmental education continues, little rigorous 
research exists that explores students’ experiences and perceptions of the placement testing 
process. Little attention has been devoted to how a lack of understanding and knowledge of the 
placement test process is affecting the scores that students earn on the test. The purpose of the 
study was to explore how African American community college students perceived their 
placement test experiences after participating in the Smart Start orientation and further explore 
the pre-college experiences of these students in relation to placement testing. As community 
colleges review their persistence and retention programs for African American students, 
preparation for placement testing should be an integral part of program creation.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction to the Problem 
President Obama’s “American Graduation Initiative” called for America to lead the 
world in degree completion by 2020 and provide “ladders of opportunity into the middle class” 
by increasing the number of community college graduates. Many in-demand occupational degree 
and certificate programs are offered at the community college level, yet retention and completion 
rates are low—especially for students of color. The majority of students who begin at community 
colleges are identified as underprepared and begins in developmental and /or remedial courses 
(Hoyt & Sorensen, 2002; Deil-Amen, 2011). According to MDRC (2013), “nearly 60% of 
students arrive academically unprepared and enroll in at least one developmental reading, 
writing, or math course,” with some facing “as many as four courses of remedial math or English 
before even attempting a college-level course.” Consequently, the rates at which students attain 
community college credentials are low. According to the Community College Resource Center at 
Columbia University (CCRC) website, only about one-quarter (28%) of students who begin in 
developmental education earns a degree or certificate within 8.5 years. For African American 
students, the numbers are more staggering. According to Complete College America (2012), 
nearly 70% of the African American students at two-year colleges (which includes community 
colleges) required remediation and only 14.4% completed remediation courses and associated 
college-level classes in two years.  
The scores that students earn via placement assessment are used to determine whether 
they will be deemed underprepared for college-level course work or academically “college 
ready” to enroll in college-level classes. However, many first-generation and African American 
students take the college placement assessment with very little preparation or knowledge of the 
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consequences of the high-stakes nature of the assessment. This lack of preparation and 
knowledge negatively affects students’ scores on placement assessment and results in inaccurate 
scores and developmental course placement (Bailey, 2009; Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 
2006).  
Research studies indicate that high school experiences, developmental education 
placement, and academic achievement are predictors of student success (Cole et al., 2009). It is 
therefore paramount that we understand the effect of developmental education on student success 
and provide direction for program development and strategies which support African American 
students’ success in degree completion and the ability to compete in a global society. This study 
seeks to provide such direction. 
Chapter two provides a review of current literature which addresses the research streams 
and the integrated conceptual framework of this research project (see Figure 2). The integrated 
conceptual model depicts the connections among the three research streams and the effect of the 
Smart Start Orientation Program on improving African American students’ success on placement 
exams, thereby increasing African American students’ persistence and completion rates at 
community colleges.  
Integrated Conceptual Framework 
To conduct this research study, it was necessary to examine existing literature in the three 
research streams related to the subject. The three streams that anchor this study are:  
 Developmental education and the need for change; 
 Community college course-placement systems; and  
 African American students’ precollege experiences (enrollment choices, early 
tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, family support, peer 
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support, and motivation to learn) and the effect on their perceptions of placement 
testing.   
 
Figure 2: Integrated Conceptual Framework of connection between research streams and Smart 
Start orientation. 
Developmental education has a long history in higher education. However, institutions 
still struggle with helping African American students who begin in developmental courses 
successfully persist through completion. The developmental education and need for change 
stream will review the historical perspectives of developmental education and African 
Americans in higher education. Additionally, this stream will explore the effectiveness of 
developmental education and the influence on African American students’ persistence, retention, 
and completion rates.   
Community college course placement systems are complicated and vary from institution 
to institution; there is no standardized system that is used throughout the country or even within 
the same state. In fact, some course placement systems differ between campuses of the same 
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institution. This stream will look at five areas: a) the assessments; b) the policies governing 
placement testing; c) communication with students; d) college readiness; and e) orientations and 
precollege programs.  
Moreover, even with an increased focus on course placement systems and the effectiveness 
of developmental education, little research has focused on African American students’ precollege 
experiences, knowledge, and perceptions about high-stakes testing and developmental 
placement. Townsend’s (2002) research however, focused on high-stakes testing and African 
American learners’ development of racial identity, self-concept, and achievement orientation. 
“Who students are, what they do prior to starting their post-secondary education, and where, and 
how they attend college can make a difference in their chances for obtaining a baccalaureate 
degree or another postsecondary credential” (Kohl et al, 2006, p. 17). This stream will explore 
several crucial precollege experiences: a) enrollment choices; b) early tracking and academic 
preparation; c) college readiness; d) discipline in school; e) family support; f) peer support; g) 
motivation to learn; and f) socioeconomic status.  
Literature Review 
Stream 1: Developmental Education and the Need for Change 
Historical Perspectives of Developmental Education. 
Large numbers of underprepared college students are not a new phenomenon to 
American colleges and universities. Despite current thought, colleges and universities have long 
offered precollege-level courses designed to teach the basic academic skills necessary for success 
in college. These classes were referred to as remedial classes and the goal was to address 
deficiencies in prior learning (Brier, 1984; Boylan, 2001; Maxwell, 1985).  
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In 1849, the University of Wisconsin was the first postsecondary institution to establish a 
formal College Preparatory Department for students who lacked the basic skills to be successful 
in the university curriculum (Boylan, 1994). According to a National Council on Education 
Report, as reported by Brier (1984), 80% of American colleges and universities had preparatory 
departments by 1889. In fact, the majority of students who had enrolled in the most prestigious 
universities—Harvard, Princeton, and Yale—did not meet basic entrance requirements in the 
early 1990s.  
Educational researchers began to understand that there were additional factors other than 
academics that led to successful college performance (Dotzler, 2003). Although remedial classes 
were needed, they were not sufficient in addressing students’ complete academic needs. These 
researchers found that students fail to do well in college for a variety of reasons, and only one of 
them is lack of academic preparedness. Other factors such as personal autonomy, self-
confidence, racism, discrimination, and social competence were all found to have as much or 
more to do with retention and graduation rates than academic readiness alone (Astin, 1985; 
Bandura et al., 2000; Hu & Huh, 2003; Horn & Ethington, 2002). Such findings affected the 
ideas about remedial education, which was subsequently expanded to include personal and 
academic development. Support services such as counseling and advising were also added to the 
protocol. This expanded the focus of remedial education from its original concept of remediating 
academic skill deficiencies only. As a consequence, remedial instruction was combined with 
personal and academic development and became known as developmental education. 
Developmental education is a far more expansive concept than remediation and involves 
a combination of theoretical approaches drawn from cognitive and developmental psychology 
(Chickering, 1969; Kohlberg, 1975). Despite the distinction between the two terms, 
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developmental education and remediation continue to be used interchangeably. However, much 
of developmental education has not changed since the late 1970s and still focuses primarily on 
academic skill remediation (Dotxler, 2003).  
College Readiness. 
One of the challenges with developmental education is a lack of consensus as to what 
actually constitutes college readiness. With growing concern among policymakers, educational 
leaders, and the business community, an important task is to link information about the perfor-
mance of high school students to their postsecondary enrollment and degree attainment because 
many of them are not college ready, as evidenced by low placement test scores and high referrals 
to developmental education. 
College readiness is multifaceted and encompasses not just academic preparation but also 
the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behavior necessary to access college and overcome obstacles 
to postsecondary success. One study showed involvement in school activities, high school grade 
point average (GPA), high school preparation, and perceived importance of attending school” 
(Turner, 2004, p. 685) had more predictive value than standardized placement tests in a 
community college setting. Turner, therefore, advocated that students should not be placed into 
developmental courses based on a single measure. He suggested that dispositional data be used 
to help guide students into the appropriate courses, particularly if placement test scores are near 
the cutoff score. 
It is especially helpful when community colleges collaborate with high schools to clarify 
what college readiness means in terms of academic expectations and requirements, and 
collaborate with schools to develop programs to meet high school students’ developmental needs 
(Ignash, 1997; Rosenbaum, 1998). The College Readiness Indicator Systems (CRIS) framework 
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(Figure 3), provides a base which can anchor these collaborations. The CRIS framework 
provides a conceptual foundation and guidance to district administrators and community partners 
in building and implementing an indicator system that monitors students’ supports and resources 
and ensures that more students finish high school ready to be successful in college. The CRIS 
framework targets three college readiness dimensions: academic preparedness, college 
knowledge, and academic tenacity. Academic preparedness refers to key academic content 
knowledge and cognitive strategies needed to succeed in doing college-level work. College 
knowledge is the cognitive base and skills that enable students to not only successfully access 
college, but to also navigate college successfully. Academic tenacity refers to the persistence and 
grit a student demonstrates. 
 
Figure 3: College Readiness Indicator System framework. 
http://vue.annenberginstitute.org/issues/38/college-readiness 
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Effectiveness of Developmental Education. 
Given the large number of students who are referred to developmental education at the 
community college level, one of the major concerns is the effectiveness of developmental 
education in addressing a student’s academic weaknesses. Bailey (2009) argues that, on average, 
developmental education as it is now practiced is not very effective in overcoming academic 
weaknesses, partly because many students referred to developmental education do not finish the 
sequences that they began. Evidence from Clayton (2012) suggests that remediation does little to 
develop students’ skills. But there is also relatively little evidence that it discourages either initial 
enrollment or persistence, except for a subgroup identified as potentially inaccurately assigned to 
remediation. Additionally, two rigorous studies conducted in Florida and in Texas found that 
students who participated in remediation did no better than similar students who enrolled directly 
in college-level courses. Remediation in English was found to have a positive effect on Latino 
students, which may help them overcome challenges associated with English being their second 
language (Swail et al., 2005). Perhaps remediation helps students bring their performance up to 
levels that allow them to stay in school academically, even though their grades may not be 
comparable to those who do not require remediation. 
In direct contrast to these studies, a study in Ohio—using a more restricted sample—
found positive effects for math remediation but none for reading (Complete College America, 
2011). Moreover, using student data from colleges participating in the nationwide Achieving the 
Dream initiative found that many students do not complete their sequence of developmental 
courses, and a significant proportion of those referred never even enroll (Rutschow et al., 2011). 
Because overwhelming numbers of students referred to developmental education do not 
complete the sequence and continue into a college-level course, it is difficult to determine the 
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effectiveness of developmental courses in overcoming academic weaknesses (Bailey, 2009; 
Saxon, 2014).  
By tailoring remediation programs to the specific characteristics of student need versus a 
“one size fits all” model, institutions are better able to serve and move students from 
developmental courses to college-level courses. The use of different methodologies and teaching 
strategies, such as using intensive review formats or “refresher workshops” in math or grammar 
to prepare returning adult students to take assessment and placement tests, have been found to be 
a more efficient approach to moving returning adults into college-level courses (Ignash, 1997).  
Despite some promising findings, there is still more to learn about the most effective 
approaches to work with students with weak academic skills at community colleges (Bailey and 
Alphonso, 2005; Boyland, 2002; Grubb, 2001).  
Persistence and Completion. 
Despite a long history in higher education, colleges, and specifically community colleges, 
still continue to face the challenge of improving outcomes in terms of persistence and completion 
rates for students in developmental education programs (Bailey, 2009; Saxon & Morante, 2014). 
Most alarming is that enrollment and persistence rates of students with disabilities, low-income 
students, and African American, Latino, and Native-American students continue to lag behind 
those of white and Asian students, with Latino students trailing all other ethnic groups 
(Gonzales, 1996; Gonzalez & Szecsy, 2002; Harvey, 2001; Swail, 2003). Various reasons have 
been given to explain developmental students’ lack of progression, including inadequate test 
preparation, insufficiently predictive exams, poorly aligned curricula, uninspiring skill-and-drill 
instruction, and the sheer length of time and financial resources required to finish a long 
sequence of courses (Edgecombe, 2011a; Grubb, 2010; Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011). 
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Persistence studies tend to focus on institutional factors and programs that promote 
continuous student enrollment. However, a key factor is the effort students put forth, especially 
the amount of time they spend studying (Astin, 1993b; Bailey, Jenkins, & Leinbach, 2005). First-
generation students are less likely to graduate because they earn fewer credits in their first year, 
take more remedial courses, are more likely to repeat courses, tend to major in vocational and 
technical fields, are less likely to choose a major in the first year of college (Choy, 2001; Chen, 
2005), and are less likely to live on campus (Pike & Kuh, 2005).  
Race, which is closely associated with and complicated by socioeconomic status, also 
appears to play a role in persistence and retention. White and Asian-American students are more 
likely to persist toward a degree than their African American and Hispanic counterparts (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1997). Barbatis (2010), in his study of the factors that contribute to 
persistence for underprepared ethnically diverse community college students, found that the 
majority of the students expressed high levels of family support and the emphasis families placed 
on the importance of education, but—surprisingly—socioeconomic class was not mentioned. 
Other factors that ranked high were a sense of responsibility, goal orientation, resourcefulness, 
determination, faith, and cultural self-identification.  
Despite the completion gap, Swail (2003) concluded that the combination of factors 
associated with persistence are for the most part similar for white students and students of color: 
academic preparedness, the openness of the campus climate to diversity, students’ commitment 
to their educational goals and institution, social and academic integration, and the availability of 
financial aid. 
Hawley and Harris (2006) conducted a study to determine the factors that positively and 
negatively affected persistence of first-year students at a large metropolitan community college. 
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Data was collected and analyzed utilizing a Cooperative Institutional Research Program 
Freshman Survey specifically designed for community college students. The results also show 
that more students exit their developmental sequences because they did not enroll in the first or a 
subsequent course than because they failed or withdrew from a course in which they were 
enrolled. 
Many community college students may not persist past their first semester of school for a 
variety of reasons related to poor academic skills, financial difficulties, family responsibilities, or 
employment responsibilities. Recent research has suggested that beyond these factors, referral to 
developmental education may also have a discouraging effect on persistence. Students are often 
surprised, confused, or angry when they discover that, despite graduating from high school, they 
are considered unprepared for college-level work (Bailey, 2009; Strong American Schools, 2008; 
Venezia et al., 2010). These students may feel disappointed and discouraged and simply drop out 
because the path seems much longer than they suspected. This certainly would lower rates of 
persistence and retention. 
Studies of nontraditional students, commuters, and other underrepresented populations 
have identified external factors that affect student persistence, such as parental encouragement, 
support of friends, and finances (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Cabrera et al., 1992; 
Swail et al., 2005). Studies of first-generation students suggest the important role that student 
characteristics and behavior, including expectations and student effort, play in persistence and 
other measures of success in college (Pascarella, Pierson et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005; 
Terenzini et al., 1996). 
In contrast, one study showed that taking remedial courses is associated with student 
retention (Hoyt, 1999). Another study indicated that students who take remediation courses were 
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more likely to persist in college in comparison to students with similar test scores and 
backgrounds who were not required to take the courses, and the participants were more likely to 
transfer to a higher level college and to complete a bachelor’s degree (Bettinger & Long, 2009). 
In addition, developmental education courses were found to play an important role in student 
success at institutions with high graduation rates (The Pell Institute, 2004). At least one study 
produced contradictory findings (Burley, Cejda, & Butner 2001).  
Stream 2: Community College Course Placement Systems  
The course placement process at most community colleges seems straightforward: 
underprepared students are assessed and placed into appropriate developmental course sequences 
designed to prepare them for college-level work. After completion of the developmental course 
work, students presumably then move on to success in college. Analyses of developmental 
education at colleges across America reveal, however, that this seemingly straightforward 
process is rampant with complexity and confusion, and results in poor outcomes for the majority 
of developmental students (Hodara, 2012; Sawyer, 1996).  
According to the Community College Resource Center at Columbia University, national 
data showed that 58% of recent high school graduates who entered community colleges took at 
least one developmental course (2012). As stated earlier in this chapter, less than a quarter of 
these students (22.3%) completes remediation and college-level courses in two years and only 
9.5% graduate within three years (Complete College America, 2012). In comparison, almost 
40% of community college students who do not enroll in any developmental education course 
complete a degree or certificate in the same time period. According to Bailey (2010), less than 
one half of the students who are referred to remediation actually complete the entire sequence to 
which they are referred. About 30% of students referred to developmental education do not 
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enroll in any remedial course, and only about 60% of referred students actually enroll in the 
remedial course to which they were referred. 
Each college sets its own qualifying test score level, meaning that students scoring below 
that level lack readiness for enrollment in college-credit courses. The report, Reclaiming the 
American Dream: A Report from the 21st Century Commission on the Future of Community 
Colleges, found that across the system, the “cut scores” varied considerably. For example, in 
mathematics, cut scores to place into transfer-level mathematics courses ranged from 43 to 63 on 
the ACCUPLACER® College Level Mathematics exam. Variation in cut scores of this 
magnitude can send mixed signals to students about what qualifies as college ready. The report 
further indicated that some students received different placements at two different colleges based 
on the same test scores. More research is needed to understand the rationale for cut-score 
variation as well as to determine the implications of such variation. 
Assessments. 
In 1992 in the southeastern United States, colleges and universities administered nearly 
125 combinations of 75 different placement tests. The majority of community colleges uses 
standardized tests to assess college readiness (Parsad, Lewis, & Greene, 2003; Primary Research 
Group, 2008). The two most popular assessments are the ACCUPLACER® exam, developed by 
College Board, and the COMPASS® exam developed by ACT®. These exams are popular 
because they provide the efficiency necessary to test and place thousands of students in a short 
period of time. The test is computer based, administered quickly (usually in less than two hours), 
scored immediately by computer, and can be used immediately to determine class placement for 
each student.  
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In a more recent report, Betraying the College Dream (2003), it was found that although 
standardized placement tests exist, many colleges have their own placement tests with little 
conformity among the tests. The report found “several discrepancies between K–12 and 
postsecondary assessments.” For example, approximately 33% of the items on high school tests 
were realistic situations, and approximately 92% of the items were contextualized. In contrast, 
the placement tests and college entrance exams assessed primarily abstract concepts. This 
discrepancy in format could lead to poor placement for many college students.  
The critical question becomes, “How well do placement examination results reflect 
students’ true college readiness?” According to a study at the Community College Resource 
Center at Columbia University (CCRC), it was found that the ACCUPLACER® placement test 
severely misplaces 33% of entering community college students. Based on their 
ACCUPLACER® scores, one third of entering students were either “overplaced” [sic] in college-
level courses and failed, or “underplaced” [sic] in remedial courses when they could have 
obtained a B or better in a college-level course (Belfield & Crosta, 2012). While the goal of 
placement testing is to identify students who are not academically college ready and provide the 
courses necessary to build their basic skills, it seems that the current method of placement is not 
meeting that goal. 
Policies and Regulations. 
The policies and procedures for placing students in developmental coursework are 
relatively straightforward. Students usually take a placement test and if the score does not equate 
to college ready, the student is referred to developmental coursework. Typically, there is one 
sequence through math developmental education, one sequence through writing developmental 
education, and one through developmental reading. Depending on test scores, students may start 
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earlier or later in the sequence, but each step in the sequence is tied to a specific course. 
However, research indicates that students who begin their college careers in developmental 
education courses have low persistence and graduation rates. Some students may have as many 
as six developmental courses to take before they ever take their first college-level course and 
may simply drop out before completing the sequence.  
Placement test retake policies vary from college to college. Some institutions permit 
students to retake the placement exam for a higher score, while others do not allow a retake at 
all. Some allow retakes, but charge a fee for the retake, which can negatively impact under-
resourced students who are unable to pay to retake the exam and gain the opportunity to place at 
the appropriate level (Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011; Venezia, Bracco, & Nodine, 2010). At one 
time, City College of San Francisco required a three-month wait to retake a required placement 
exam. In 2009, they changed the waiting time to two weeks. Coupled with increased messaging 
to students to take the placement tests seriously, City College saw an increase in retakes from 
16.9% in 2008 to 23.8% in 2011. The results were promising for African American and Latino 
students. English retesting rates increased from 14.3% in 2008 to 19% in 2011. Retesting has 
resulted in higher placement for more than 60% of the students who retested in English, and by 
2012, 57% of the students placed higher in math (CCSF Office of Research and Planning, 2012).   
A study by Safran and Visher (2010) used qualitative case studies to explore the policies 
and procedures for placing students into developmental coursework at three community colleges. 
The study reviewed assessment and placement practices, issues and concerns regarding 
assessment and placement, the extent to which placement test results are used to inform 
instruction, and how the policies and practices pertaining to placement are formulated and 
revised. The researchers found varying standards of academic preparedness even when using the 
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same standardized assessments to measure skills. The findings showed that students frequently 
take the placement test the day they come to register rather than taking time to review the 
material and refresh their skills.  
Although the research shows that attitudes and beliefs significantly influence academic 
success, less than 10% of community colleges assess students’ affective characteristics when 
making placement decisions. The researchers also found that assessments were used for initial 
placement but had no role in instruction (Hodara, 2012).  
Additionally, there is no consensus or consistency about what constitutes preparation for 
college. Institutions use many different assessments, and even when the same assessment is used, 
often different cutoff scores are used to determine what constitutes a student in need of 
developmental education. Moreover, there is no obvious point or break in the distribution of 
cutoff scores that might provide a point to distinguish between “remedial” and “college-ready” 
students (Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011; Venezia, Bracco, & Nodine, 2010). There is little to 
differentiate students within the wide range of students above and below the cutoff scores. 
Furthermore, programs are not designed to address the needs of the varying students that may be 
placed in developmental courses through the use of placement tests. For example, some students 
may have had difficulty learning math in high school, some may have taken very little math, 
some may have done well in math but have been out of school for a while, and others may have 
language problems and experience trouble understanding the placement tests. Although these 
students all could possibly have earned the same score on the test, these different groups of 
students need different types of services. The assessments, however, do not differentiate among 
them and colleges do not provide different classes or other interventions to address the varied 
reasons for the skill deficiencies (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003). Is it necessary for an older 
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student to take a semester-long developmental math course or simply a short course to brush up 
on math skills? Assessments that identify particular weaknesses could lead to more customized 
developmental programs that have the potential to truly determine a student’s college readiness 
(Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003). Bailey (2009) suggests:  
A broad developmental education reform agenda based on a comprehensive approach to 
assessment, more rigorous research that explicitly tracks students with weak academic 
skills through their early experiences at community colleges, a blurring of the distinction 
between developmental and “college-level” students that could improve pedagogy for 
both groups of students, and strategies to streamline developmental programs and 
accelerate students’ progress toward engagement in college-level work. 
Communication with Students. 
 
A Venezia, Bracco, and Nodine (2010) research study of five community colleges 
showed that 83% of incoming community college students place into developmental 
mathematics, with 61% placing into two or more levels below college-level mathematics. A total 
of 257 students participated in 28 focus groups and were asked questions about placement 
experiences. The majority of students participating in the focus groups indicated that they 
experienced low expectations in high school and had low expectations about their capability to 
achieve academically. One of the key findings was that students did not realize the high-stakes 
nature of placement testing and were unprepared for the content and format. The placement test 
was not taken seriously by students because they either didn’t understand the potential 
ramifications or because of time constraints. It was also reported that students in the community 
college focus group reported being unaware upon their enrollment that they would be required to 
take a placement test.  
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In another study, Student Voices of the Higher Education Pathway (2012), students 
indicated that the college could have done more to provide information earlier about the 
implications of placement tests. Students indicated that had they known about the time and cost 
of developmental courses they would have prepared more for the test. Another finding of the 
study that is relevant to this study is the students’ frustration when they realized that placing into 
developmental courses could significantly extend their time in college. One quote from the study 
illustrates the importance of making sure students understand the effects of placement testing and 
why accurate placement is crucial, “You don’t really know that it’s going to take that much 
longer to transfer…If you put that in someone’s mentality, they’re going to be [thinking], ‘Oh, 
it’s going to take forever.’ And that’s when they say, ‘This is not for me,’ and they’re going to 
drop out.” 
Orientation and Precollege Programs. 
Tinto (1999) argued for the necessity of orientation programs to assist students and their 
families with understanding the social and academic adjustments necessary for college success. 
The orientations and interventions prior to college (such as middle school, high school, bridge 
programs) and during college (such as safety nets, early warning systems, intrusive advising) and 
most promising in increasing retention. First-year experience programs, which include precollege 
and ongoing orientation programs, first-year seminars, and other new student advising and study 
group experiences, appear to be linked to a variety of positive outcomes for first-year students 
(Muraskin & Wilner 2004; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo 2005; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot 
2005; Upcraft et al., 1993). Data indicate that completing an orientation course during the first 
term of enrollment promotes retention and improves GPA (Conrad, J., Glass, J. & Garrett, M., 
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1995). Orientation also may have a positive effect on persistence through its influence on social 
integration and subsequent commitment to the institution. 
The Pell Institute (2004) found that institutions with high graduation rates offered an 
array of resources that eased new students’ entry and adjustment to college, such as bridge 
programs, learning communities, study groups, block registering of students, tutoring, and other 
programs. In addition, creating clear pathways that show students what to expect, as well as what 
success looks and feels like, helps students bring meaning to their educational experiences and 
helps acculturate them to the institution (Kuh et al., 2005b). NSSE (2005) reported that most 
(87%) first-year students attended an institution-sponsored orientation program. Those that did 
“participated in more educationally enriching activities, perceived the campus environment to be 
more supportive, reported greater developmental gains during their first year of college, and 
were more satisfied with their overall college experience.” Orientation programs generally 
facilitate students’ adjustment to college and increase commitment to the institution.  
However, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) reported that after taking into account 
students’ educational aspirations, commitment to graduation, academic aptitude, and 
socioeconomic status, student participation in orientation may only have a trivial, statistically 
non-significant direct effect on persistence. Direct effects on persistence were found to be 
associated with longer duration, comprehensive orientation programs, while even short summer 
orientation programs exert an indirect influence on student persistence.  
Another strategy with precollege and orientation programs is test preparation workshops. 
The National Association for College Admission Counseling (2008) states in its Report of the 
Commission on the Use of Standardized Tests in Undergraduate Admission that the best “form of 
test preparation focuses on core knowledge content and on the skills that will help prepare 
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students for their academic future” (p. 8). In addition, the commission listed the following as test 
preparation best practices: provide familiarity with test question format, familiarity with test 
administration procedures, alignment with skills necessary to master college preparatory course 
work, and instruction in basic study habits and skills. How this information relates to the African 
American experience will be reviewed in the next steam. 
Stream 3: African American Precollege Experiences  
“Who students are, what they do prior to starting their college education, and where, and 
how they attend college can all make a difference in their chances for obtaining a baccalaureate 
degree” (Kuh et al., 2006). Student background characteristics and precollege experiences are 
related to student success in various postsecondary settings. In What Matters to Student Success: 
A Review of the Literature, Kuh et al. developed a success framework (Figure 4) that depicts the 
complicated landscape of college success. Rather than the traditional framework which shows a  
 
Figure 4: What Matters to Student Success Theoretical Framework. 
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direct route to educational attainment, Kuh (2006) and his coauthors state that the true path 
should be “a wide path with twists, turns, detours, roundabouts, and occasional dead ends that 
many students may encounter during their educational career. This figure is a more realistic 
portrayal of contemporary postsecondary education.” This is especially true for African 
American students.  
Precollege experiences are critical to student success because students do not arrive on 
campus with identical academic skills or experiences. This stream will examine African 
American students’ precollege experiences as they relate to college success.  
Enrollment Choices. 
Enrollment choices for African American students are complicated and seem to be 
affected by early experiences. Harper’s (2012) Anti-Deficit Achievement framework provides a 
window for researchers, educators, and administrators to better understand African American 
male students’ success in college. Understanding the importance of how African American 
students get to college, Harper established three pipeline points in his work: 1) precollege 
socialization and readiness 2) college achievement, and 3) post-college success. The strongest 
precollege socialization factor was the influence of parents who cultivated the belief that college 
was the next step after high school and also at least one influential teacher who helped solidify 
the student’s interest in going to college.  
 In her book, Choosing Colleges: How Social Class and Schools Structure Opportunity, 
McDonough (1998) discussed the influence of family, social class, academic achievement, and 
the organizational culture of high schools on students’ enrollment choices. McDonough found 
that school, family, and peers all influenced enrollment choices. However, the high school 
culture, the availability of knowledge, and access to guidance counselors resulted in very 
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different college choices. High schools with high minority populations and lower socioeconomic 
status tended to foster a high school-to-work culture. Low-income minority students were not 
directed to college by guidance counselors, but instead to the workforce. If such students were 
directed to college, guidance counselors tended to recommend community colleges versus four-
year institutions. 
Additionally, socioeconomic status is a factor for African American students’ enrollment 
choices. African American students are highly sensitive to college costs in terms of choosing and 
persisting in college (St. John, Paulsen, & Carter 2005). In direct contrast, Berkner and Chavez 
(1997) found that academic preparation and applying to college appear to be more important than 
socioeconomic status in choosing a college. They found that low-income students were able to 
attend four-year colleges at the same rate as students from middle-income families if they 
became “college qualified” by taking college prep classes, entrance exams, and applying to 
college. College-qualified, low-income students who were accepted for admission to public and 
private four-year institutions were just as likely to enroll as middle- and upper-income students 
(Berker & Chavez, 1997). However, low SES and minority students were less likely to take those 
steps and, therefore, less likely overall to enroll in four-year institutions (National Center for 
Public Policy and Higher Education, 2002).  
Early Tracking and Academic Preparation. 
The quality of the academic experience and the rigor of the high school curriculum are 
critical to student success in postsecondary education. The students who are most prepared in 
high school will most likely be successful in college compared to students coming from lower 
performing schools or tracked into lower-level classes. For example, research indicates that 
completing high-level mathematics classes in high school (algebra II, precalculus, trigonometry, 
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calculus) is the best high school predictor of performing well academically in college (Adelman 
1999, 2006). However, these opportunities are not equally distributed. For example, African 
American and Latino students and those from any SES quintile other than the highest are less 
likely to attend high schools that offer calculus. Consequently, the course-taking patterns of these 
students are concentrated in classes below algebra II (46%), compared to white students who are 
concentrated at algebra II and trigonometry (45%). Hoffman, Llagas, and Snyder (2003) reported 
a similar pattern for African American students, who are more likely to attend public high 
schools with high minority concentrations from low socioeconomic communities. They were less 
likely than white students to take advanced mathematics and science courses, and were less 
likely than white or Hispanic students to take advanced placement exams. According to O’Brien 
and Zudak (1998), segregated neighborhoods usually equate to inferior resources, which 
eventually results in inferior levels of education for minority groups. Gonzalez et al. (1996) 
further supported this finding by examining the combined effect of family and neighborhood 
influences on the school performance of African American high school students. They found that 
family SES was less predictive of academic achievement as compared to neighborhood SES 
factors. 
College Readiness. 
As stated above, inferior levels of education at the K–12 level for minority students 
further impacts the college readiness levels of these students. Consequently, many of these 
students are referred to developmental education. Race and the number of required development 
or remedial education courses are linked to retention and transferring from a two- to a four-year 
institution within six years of first enrollment. For example, African American and Hispanic 
community college students who take remedial courses are far less likely as noted earlier to 
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complete their degrees or transfer than their peers who do not (Bailey, Jenkins, & Leinbach 
2005). This is in marked contrast to white community college students, for whom remedial 
course enrollment does not seem to significantly decrease their likelihood of completing a 
credential within six years. 
Family Support. 
Parents and peers seem to influence both student enrollment (Harper, 2012; Perna & 
Titus 2005) and persistence decisions (Bank, Slavings, & Biddle 1990). The Harper study 
indicates that parents’ involvement is critical to African American student enrollment decisions 
and success, where as Perna and Titus indicate that African American students apparently benefit 
less than others from conversations with their parents about college. In a related finding, the 
parents of African American students who attended low-income, high-minority schools had 
higher expectations for college attendance when their children achieved high grades as well as 
participated in co-curricular activities (Hamrick & Stage, 2004). It appears that parental 
encouragement hinges on these prerequisite student achievements and behavior under certain 
environmental conditions and challenges. On balance, it appears that students perform better and 
are more likely to succeed when their families affirm their students’ choices and encourage them 
to stay the course; this is especially important for underserved populations (Gutierrez, 2000; 
Pathways to College Network, 2004; Tierney, Corwin, & Colyar 2005). Thus, an appropriate 
amount of parental involvement and support can help offset the negative effects of poverty to a 
degree (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001). 
Peer Support. 
The key assumption in Tinto’s (1975) model of persistence is that students must become 
socially and academically integrated within an institution of higher education in order to persist 
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to graduation. Tinto asserts that social interaction primarily occurs during “informal peer group 
associations, semi-formal extracurricular activities, and interaction with faculty and 
administrative personnel within the college.” Specifically, the development of supportive 
friendships and interaction with faculty are crucial to degree completion.  
Tierney (1999) asserts that Tinto's theory of college student retention does not adequately 
apply to minority students. Tinto’s emphasis on students separating themselves from their 
community is counterproductive for minority students. Research indicates that family and 
community support are vital to the success of minority students (Harper, 2012). Tierney further 
states that the assertion that minority students must assimilate into the cultural mainstream and 
abandon their ethnic identities to succeed on college campuses overlooks the history of ethnic 
oppression and discrimination in the U.S. It is important that African American students 
maintain precollege connections.  
Booker (2007) found that peer support is a critical factor for the success of students 
identifying as African American. Similarly, Harper (2006) found peer support to play a 
significant role in academic high achievement for students of color. The effects of increased 
levels of peer group interaction may also be explained by Fischer’s (2007) finding that African 
Americans on predominantly white campuses are three and a half times more likely to 
experience a negative campus climate compared to white students. 
Additionally, researchers found that involvement for African American students occurs 
primarily through African American and cultural student organizations, especially for African 
American students attending predominately white institutions (Harper & Quaye, Littleton, 2002; 
Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001). It was also found that involvement in Greek organizations was 
beneficial to African American students resulting in increased GPAs (Harper & Harris, 2006; 
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Harper & Quaye, 2007; Kimbrough, 2003; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001). In contrast, Cole (2011) 
found that involvement in cultural organizations is more likely to decrease a student’s GPA. 
Summary 
The research literature suggests that providing developmental education and improving 
student outcomes are complicated issues and are oftentimes misunderstood. Although 
developmental education has a long history in higher education, much of developmental 
education has not changed since the late 1970s (Dotxler, 2003). Institutions continue to struggle 
with helping these students improve their skills and move through the developmental sequence 
into college-level courses. Nearly 60% of students arrive academically unprepared and enroll in 
at least one developmental reading, writing, or math course, with only about one-quarter (28%) 
of students who begin in developmental education earning a degree or certificate within 8.5 years 
(Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006). For African American students, the numbers are 
more astounding with nearly 70% of African American students at two-year colleges (which 
includes community colleges) requiring remediation and only 14.4% completing remediation 
courses and associated college-level classes in two years.  
Research studies indicate that high school experiences, developmental education 
placement, and academic achievement are predictors of student success (Cole et al., 2009). It is, 
therefore, paramount that we understand the effect of developmental education on student 
success and provide direction for program development and strategies that support African 
American students’ success in degree completion and the ability to compete in a global society. 
This chapter has provided a review of literature that addresses the research streams and 
conceptual framework of this research project. The conceptual model demonstrates connections 
among the three research streams and the impact of the Smart Start orientation program on 
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improving African American students’ success on placement exams. Such improvement will 
subsequently impact African American students’ persistence and completion rates. The three 
streams which guided this study are as follows: 1) developmental education and the need for 
change, 2) community college course placement systems; and 3) African American students’ 
precollege experiences and the effects on their perceptions of placement testing.  
While research on best practices in developmental education develops, little rigorous 
research exists that documents the effects of developmental education strategies on students' 
achievement. The most promising strategies for moving students quickly through remedial 
courses and into college-level work are those that help students avoid developmental education. 
Most importantly, it is imperative to tackle the institutional challenges to implementing 
developmental education reforms, such as changing how placement tests are used, that are 
critical for improving the outcomes for students beginning their college careers in developmental 
education. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This chapter will summarize the data collection and research methods that were used for 
this qualitative study (Creswell, 2012). The purpose of the study was to explore how African 
American community college students perceived their placement test experiences after 
participating in the Smart Start (SMART) orientation and further explore the pre-college 
experiences of these students in relation to placement testing.  
Remediation has become one of the greatest barriers to student success and 
disproportionately affects the persistence and retention rates of African American community 
college students (Bailey, 2009; Swail, 2003). According to Complete College America (2012), 
nearly 70% of the African American students at two-year colleges (including community 
colleges) required remediation, which results in low persistence and graduation rates for these 
students. Many of these students, not understanding the consequences of the placement test, do 
not approach the placement exam prepared or knowledgeable and often perform poorly. The 
SMART orientation sought to increase the confidence and placement test scores of these 
students, thereby increasing placement in college-level courses. This study hopes to provide an 
operational link for administrators and policymakers as they design retention programs aimed at 
increasing the persistence and completion rates of African American community college 
students. The research questions which guided this study are as follows: 
1. How does African American community college students’ pre-college experiences 
(enrollment choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, 
family support, peer support, and motivation to learn) affect their attitude and 
approach to placement testing? 
46 
 
 
 
2. To what extent does the Smart Start Orientation experience affect African American 
community college students’ approach, perceptions and behavior about placement 
testing? 
Research Design and Rationale 
The intent of this qualitative study was to explore how African American community 
college students perceived their placement test experiences after participating in the SMART 
orientation. Employing a constructivism research paradigm, the study followed a qualitative 
approach and a phenomenological design (Figure 5).
 
Figure 5: Qualitative research approach (Creswell, 2012). 
Because it was necessary for the researcher to intentionally select African American 
participants, purposeful sampling was used. According to Creswell (2012), purposeful sampling 
occurs when “researchers intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or understand the 
central phenomenon” (p. 206). Additionally, purposeful sampling involves selecting research 
participants according to the needs of the study (Glaser & Strauss, 1991; Morse, 1991) because 
researchers choose participants who have specific knowledge or information that is suitable for 
detailed research (Bloomberg et al., 2012).  
The data was collected using a phenomenological design. Phenomenology is considered a 
process as well as a method, and the procedure involved studying a small number of subjects 
Qualitataive  Data Collection 
•SMART participants 
recruitment
•Participation in SMART 
program
•Structured interviews with six 
volunteer participants who 
participated in SMART. 
Data Interpretation
• Interview analysis
•Precollege experiences and 
perceptions
•Broad behavioral patterns 
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through extensive and prolonged engagement to develop patterns and relationships of meaning. 
Creswell (2013) defines the phenomenological study as describing “the common meaning for 
several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (p. 76). In this 
process, researchers set aside their own experiences in order to understand those of the 
participants in the study (Creswell, 2012).  
This researcher explored the individual lived experiences of the students who participated 
in SMART through semi-structured interviews. Seidman (1998) asserts that, “a basic assumption 
in in-depth interviewing research is that the meaning people make of their experience affects the 
way they carry out that experience. . . . Interviewing allows us to put behavior in context and 
provides access to understanding their action (1998, p. 4). The interviews allowed for a deeper 
understanding of the impact of SMART and provided an opportunity to “develop a composite 
description of the essence of the experience for all of the individuals” (Creswell, p. 76). In other 
words, did SMART impact the students’ knowledge base and attitude towards placement testing? 
The researcher allowed the meaning to emerge from the students. The qualitative data was aimed 
at gaining a deeper understanding of the pre-college experiences of the students who participated 
in SMART rather than merely a surface description of these experiences. The researcher 
provided an explicit translation of the group, order, and broad behavioral patterns found among 
the participants.  
Site and Population 
Population Description 
For the purposes of anonymity, the institution surveyed in this study has been named 
XYZ Community College (XYZ).  The population demographic data at XYZ is similar to 
community colleges across the country (American Association of Community Colleges, 2014). 
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The population demographic data at XYZ is approximately 61% white, 15% African American, 
6% Hispanic, 6% Asian, and 2% international, with close to 60% being female. The average age 
of the student body is 25 years old (XYZ Institutional Research, 2014).  
Participants in this study were selected from first-time-in-college (freshmen) African 
American students who were required to take the placement test for course placement purposes. 
One of the core tenets of community colleges is providing access to higher education for students 
who may not be academically prepared. Because of the open enrollment policy, XYZ requires 
that all new students demonstrate academic readiness. Students can demonstrate academic 
readiness through earning a certain score on a variety of assessments, including but not limited to 
SAT, ACT, and/or AP (advanced placement) exams which exempt them from having to take the 
placement exam. The academic readiness policy is presented in Appendix A, and a complete list 
of accepted placement test exemptions is included in Appendix B. If students do not meet any of 
the exemptions, they are required to take the placement exam to demonstrate academic readiness. 
According to the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) data from 
2012, 77% of all students at XYZ indicated that they were required to take the placement test 
before they could register for their first class. Students who were required to take the placement 
test either did not take any other test or their scores were not high enough to exempt them from 
taking the placement test.  
Site Description 
The research site was a large suburban public two-year community college in the 
northeast with an enrollment of more than 14,000 students. The site represents a multi-campus 
setting with an open enrollment policy - one hundred percent of the students who apply are 
accepted. The college is fully accredited by the Commission of Higher Education of the Middle 
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States Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools. The college also holds accreditation from 
other agencies such as the Commission on Dental Accreditation (CODA); the International Fire 
Science Accreditation Congress (IFSAC); the Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health 
Education Programs (CAAHEP); the National Accrediting Agency for Clinical Laboratory 
Sciences (NAACLS); and the National League for Nursing Accrediting Commission (NLNAC). 
The curriculum includes over 100 associate degrees and/or certificate programs, as well as 
specialized workforce development training and multiple certification programs (XYZ, n.d.). 
The institution serves a diverse urban and suburban population and is located adjacent to 
a large city. The average freshman class size is over 3,000 students and 61% of the students 
receive some type of financial aid. The faculty to student ratio is 21:1. More than 65% of all 
credit students are enrolled part-time, with many of them attending evening classes. The majority 
of full-time students, 61%, return after the first year compared to only 40% of part-time students. 
For students pursuing an associate’s degree, only 16% of the students graduate within 150% of 
the normal time, i.e., graduating within three years of first enrolling at the college (XYZ 
Institutional Research). 
Site Access 
The researcher was employed as an administrator at the XYZ site and there were no site 
access issues. The researcher met with the Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment 
Management who endorsed the research study. The researcher also contacted and met the 
Associate Vice President of Institutional Research and Effectiveness who was responsible for the 
College’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approvals. The researcher requested and received 
permission from the Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment Management of the 
College.  
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Research Methods 
This study used a qualitative approach and a phenomenological design and explored how 
African American community college students perceived their placement test experiences after 
participating in the Smart Start orientation program and further explored the pre-college 
experiences of these students in relation to placement testing. A purposeful sample was used to 
recruit participants for this study. The office of Institutional Research provided a list of all 
African American students who applied to the college as first-year students for the 2016–2017 
academic year and who were required to take the placement test. Students who were not first-
year students or had previously taken any placement test were excluded from the study. Thirty-
one students responded and participated in the SMART orientation and took the reading, writing, 
and math placement tests. The participants’ test scores were collected from the Colleague® 
student database system. 
Six students volunteered to participate in the semi-structured interviews after completion 
of SMART and placement testing. The 26-question semi-structured interview protocol provided 
a comprehensive picture of the research findings (Creswell, 2012, p. 367) and further explored 
the beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of the students.  
The interviews were designed to question the meanings of experience. “Meaning is not 
just the facts, but rather the understandings one has that are specific to the individual (what was 
said) yet transcendent of the specific (what is the relation between what was said, how it was 
said, what the listener was attempting to ask or hear, what the speaker was attempting to convey 
or say)” (Seidman, 1998). Truly understanding the impact of SMART and African American 
students’ experiences is deep and complex. The researcher hoped to “understand how 
participants derive meaning from their surroundings and, how their meaning influences their 
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behavior” (Thomas et. al, 2010). In other words, did SMART affect the students’ knowledge 
base and understanding about the purpose of the placement test? 
Instrument Description 
Smart Start Orientation (SMART) 
SMART is a researcher designed and developed intervention. The theoretical constructs 
of the orientation program are grounded in student development and student success research 
(National Association for College Admission Counseling, 2008). The SMART orientation 
consisted of a PowerPoint presentation, the ACCUPLACER® practice placement test and the 
Longsdale ACCUPLACER® online preparation course. A PowerPoint presentation entitled 
Introduction to Placement Testing, which outlined the high stakes nature and purpose of the 
placement exam, the scoring system, how the exam is administered, the difference between 
developmental and college-level courses, and the importance of preparation was presented by the 
researcher. A presentation on transitioning to a successful college student was presented by the 
Director of Mentoring Services and a presentation on financial aid was presented by the 
Assistant Director of Financial Aid to the participants. Participants were then instructed on how 
to set up the ACCUPLACER® online prep account. 
SMART orientation program was designed to familiarize first-time-in-college African 
American community college students with the placement testing process. SMART was designed 
by the researcher with assistance from the foundational skills lab and testing center staff. The 
goal of SMART was to provide a more holistic assessment of African American students’ skills 
by exposing them to the computer adaptive format of ACCUPLACER®, brushing up their skills, 
and ensuring that students are aware of the purpose and importance of the course placement 
system. The goal was for the students to be fully equipped and knowledgeable about the effect of 
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developmental education on the length of study, program cost, and financial aid. SMART was 
not intended to be a placement test cram session, but instead attempted to instill a sense of 
confidence in the students. An outline of the SMART orientation is provided in Appendix D.  
SMART utilized a hybrid or “blended” model, which included both face-to-face and 
online instruction. Students participated in a three (3) hour classroom session as well as 
completing the Longsdale ACCUPLACER® online preparation course. The online course helped 
students become familiar with all components of the placement exam.  
ACCUPLACER® is a computer-adaptive placement and online system that is used by 
XYZ to assess students’ academic skills in reading, writing, and mathematics. Each test question 
determines the difficulty level of the next question. A student’s final score is determined by two 
factors: the number of questions answered correctly, and the difficulty level of the questions 
answered correctly. Individual student score reports are available immediately after testing and 
contain student test scores, custom messages from the institution, and the course placement level 
based on XYZ placement cut scores (College Board, n.d.). The results of this assessment are 
used to determine whether students can enroll in college-level courses or are required to enroll in 
developmental courses and at which level.  
XYZ determined the minimum cut scores needed to enroll in college-level courses in 
math, reading, and English. The cut scores are determined by faculty in each department and are 
not mandated by the state. Students who do not earn the minimum cut score are required to enroll 
in and successfully complete developmental course(s) before they can enroll in college-level 
courses. A complete list of XYZ cut scores is included in Appendix C. 
The Longsdale ACCUPLACER® online preparation course contains instructional 
information for each section of the ACCUPLACER®: sentence skills, reading comprehension, 
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arithmetic, elementary algebra, college level math, and the written essay. The program is divided 
into five areas: a) Introduction to the ACCUPLACER® b) Sentence skills instruction, c) reading 
comprehension instruction, d) mathematics instruction, and e) written essay instruction. The 
sentence skills section was not used. Each section began with the information and skills needed 
and then provided sample tests for practice. Sample tests are graded by the computer and 
participants have the opportunity to see correct and incorrect answers. Videos were used to assist 
with lessons throughout the program. Participants had the opportunity to save work and the 
program picked up where they left off upon return. Students could access the modules 24 hours 
per day from any computer with Internet access.  
Additionally, the researcher collected data from students who participated in the SMART 
orientation and volunteered for the follow up interviews. The researcher conducted one-on-one, 
in-depth interviews using semi-structured interviewing techniques and asking open-ended 
questions or statements of the participants about their unique experiences. Twenty-six open-
ended statements or questions which, addressed the pre-college experiences (enrollment choices, 
early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, family support, peer support, and 
motivation to learn) guided the interviews. The conversational format of the interviews, which 
included statements such as, “Tell me about your early thoughts about going to college as a 
youth,” allowed the researcher to generate intimate and self-revealing dialogue that gathered 
information about the students’ beliefs, values, and attitudes regarding SMART (Merriam, 
2009). A list of interview statements and questions are included in Appendix E. The same 
statements and questions were used during all interviews, but the order and the follow-up, 
probing questions varied based on participant responses. The researcher probed deeply in order 
to fully understand the students’ experiences with SMART and influences on their perceptions 
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and behavior (Merriam, 2001). The interviews took place in a comfortable room on campus and 
were taped. (The researcher obtained approval from each student to tape the interview.) Taping 
the interviews allowed the researcher to capture both verbal and non-verbal messages.  
Participant Selection 
A purposeful sample was used to recruit 31 participants for this study. The office of 
Institutional Research provided a list of all African American students who applied to the college 
as first-year students for the 2016–2017 academic year and who were required to take the 
placement test. The researcher gave SMART informational flyers to the Minority Student 
Mentoring Program, Pennsylvania Keystone Education Yields Success (KEYS - support 
program which serves low-income students), admissions, enrollment, and advising staff who 
assisted with notifying African American applicants about SMART. Information about SMART 
was also listed on the college’s placement test preparation website page. The researcher also sent 
information about the SMART via e-mail to all eligible students on the obtained list. A gift card 
incentive was used for recruitment. It was emphasized that participation in SMART was 
voluntary and that students would be included in the study on a first come, first served basis. The 
researcher also attempted to call each applicant and personally discuss the SMART orientation 
and encourage them to participate. However, many of the numbers were not working numbers or 
the phone was not answered. Messages were left, but no phone messages were returned. 
Returning students or students who had previously taken the placement exam were excluded 
from the study.  
Following Dukes’ (1984) recommendation of “studying three to ten subjects in a 
phenomenology study” (as quoted in Creswell, p. 157), six students volunteered to participate in 
the semi-structured interviews after completion of SMART and placement testing. The 
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researcher sent all 31 students who participated in SMART an invitation e-mail, developed by 
the researcher, restating the study and inviting the students to participate in the one-on-one 
interview on campus. Students responded directly to the researcher regarding their willingness to 
participate. The researcher selected the first six participants who volunteered.  The researcher 
contacted each student personally by telephone. The researcher explained the purpose of the 
study, the time commitment required, and the ability to withdraw at any time. The researcher 
further informed the students that participation was 100% anonymous and their names would not 
be used, and that if they declined to participate, there would not be any retribution.  
Data Collection 
A protocol consisting of both e-mail and semi-structured in-depth interviews was used to 
obtain the data. Additionally, key demographic data was collected for each student from the 
Colleague® student database—age, gender, high school GPA, Pell grant eligibility, SAT/ACT 
scores (if available), placement test results, and major.  
As mentioned in the instrumentation section, the researcher collected data from one-on-
one interviews using semi-structured interviewing techniques and asking open-ended questions 
of the participants about their unique experiences. The questions were determined before the 
interviews, but also included open-ended statements to foster a conversational format, such as, 
“Tell me about how SMART made you feel about the placement test.” Prior to the interviews, a 
background demographic questionnaire was emailed to the participants to collect background 
information. The participants also signed a consent form granting permission to tape the 
interviews. The interviews were 60-90 minutes and were taped for accuracy and transcription. 
The researcher utilized the technology in the room so that the camera was not visually present. 
(The presence of a camera set up in the room can affect students’ abilities to answer questions 
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honestly.) Students were offered the opportunity to read the interview transcripts and provide the 
researcher with any further clarification prior to publication. The recorded interviews were 
transcribed using voice recognition software, and were coded and analyzed to further assess 
emergent themes and patterns (Creswell, 2009) that address the students’ experience with 
SMART orientation. The researcher will follow the data collection timeline below (see table 
3.1).  
Table 3.1. Data Collection Timeline 
Timeline Activities 
 
August 2015 IRB Approval  
Sent out information about Smart Start Orientation 
to college staff. 
Began participant recruitment 
 
September 2015 – July 2016  Doctoral studies deferred due to personal matters. 
 
August 2016 Invitation to participate in the study and selection of 
participants. 
 
September 2016 Conducted Smart Start Orientation 
Preliminary analysis of observation data. 
 
October 2016 In-depth, semi-structured interviews.  
Interview transcription. 
Preliminary analysis of interview data. 
 
November 2016 Collection and analysis of artifacts: placement test 
scores, socio-economic status, high school GPA, 
major, SAT/ACT scores. 
Continued analysis of interview data 
 
December 2017 Secondary analysis of interview data. 
 
January 2017 Completion of data analysis and reporting of data. 
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All information was maintained in a Word document connecting pseudonyms to the 
actual participant names, and all transcriptions will be stored for three years on an encryption 
protected computer. All materials will be deleted after that time period. No one will have access 
to this document except the researcher and the principal investigator (Dr. Kenneth Marwritz). 
Data was not electronically transmitted in any form that contains identifiable information. Only 
pseudonyms were used for any electronically transmitted data.  
Data Analysis Procedures 
Qualitative analysis is an inductive process and the researcher utilized the stages of 
qualitative analysis outlined by Creswell (2009) and Hans (2015) and depicted in the Coding 
Pyramid (Figure 6).   
 
Figure 6: Coding Pyramid- Stages of qualitative analysis. Adapted from Techniques and Tips 
for Qualitative Researchers by Chris Hann. 
 
Surface data was analyzed and separated into large general categories and emergent 
themes. This was just the information on the surface which does not require deep analysis. 
However, to get to students’ true experiences, the researcher sought to move to level two and 
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three coding and “pull back the layers of the onion” (Creswell, 2009), probing more and more 
deeply to get to the true meaning of the data leading to highly refined themes. For example, did 
body language and facial expressions reveal responses that contradict what was actually said 
(Lodico, 2010)? Additionally, the researcher probed deeply into the student’s pre-college 
personal experiences to determine shared experiences and similar themes across the interviews.  
The interviews were transcribed using voice recognition software, with results uploaded 
into NVivo, a qualitative software tool. Emerging themes were identified, summarized, and 
compared to results from previous studies outlined in the literature review to determine if new 
themes emerged.  
Ethical Considerations 
It is the researcher’s responsibility to ensure safety, privacy, and honesty in the process of 
collecting and reporting data. To ensure that this study met all ethical guidelines, the 
requirements and approvals of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) were obtained and followed 
due to the fact that this study involved interactions with human individuals. The researcher 
obtained IRB approval from Drexel and obtained the necessary permissions and IRB approval 
from the research site before collecting data. In meeting ethical protocols and to protect study 
participants, no personal information was collected and the researcher did not use real names, 
although other general demographic data was requested. Personal information was kept 
confidential and all participants were assigned a number and a pseudonym that were used 
throughout the study. Because the data from this study could be beneficial to the College where 
the researcher was employed, the researcher ensured that all data would be reported honestly and 
would not be changed or altered to satisfy any interest groups (Creswell, 2013).  
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While participation was voluntary, the perception of coercion or any possibility that 
responses could influence the student were carefully avoided. Because students were asked about 
their personal feelings and perceptions, there was a potential to cause a level of anxiety among 
participants. Therefore, the researcher assured participants that the sessions were voluntary and 
that they were free to discontinue participation in the study at any time without fear of retribution 
or penalty. The researcher used the following safeguards to protect the participants’ rights:  
 The research objectives were clearly described in writing and voiced to the participants.  
 A written consent form was obtained from each participant. 
 Participants were advised in writing of the voluntary nature of their participation and that 
they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. They were also advised 
that at any time during the process they could decline to answer any question. 
 The participants were informed in writing of all data collection methods and activities.  
 Written transcriptions and interpretations of the data were made available to the 
participants.  
Summary 
Using a qualitative design, the researcher analyzed how African American community 
college students perceived their placement test experiences after participating in the Smart Start 
orientation and further explored the pre-college experiences of these students in relation to 
placement testing. Qualitative data was collected utilizing semi-structured interviews of African 
American community college students who participated in SMART program to further explore 
the experiences of African American students in relation to SMART and placement testing. 
Details regarding the site, population, research design and methods, and ethical considerations 
were identified in this chapter.  
60 
 
 
 
Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore how African American 
community college students perceived their placement test experiences after participating in the 
Smart Start (SMART) orientation and to further explore the pre-college experiences of these 
students in relation to placement testing. This chapter provides a brief overview and profile of 
each participant and their account of their experiences before and after participating in SMART. 
The data analysis of established themes and the factors contributing to the participants’ eventual 
testing experiences are discussed. This chapter consists of five sections. First, the research 
questions which guided this study are restated. The second section describes the SMART 
orientation program and the interview protocol.  In the third section, the participant profiles are 
presented to introduce the community college students who shared their experiences and aided 
this research. The fourth section summarizes the findings and categorized the themes which 
emerged from careful analysis of the interviews. The final section presents an analysis and 
interpretation of the data as related to the research questions.  
Research Questions 
The primary research questions which guided this study are as follows: 
1. How does African American community college students’ pre-college experiences 
(enrollment choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, family 
support, peer support, and motivation to learn) affect their attitude and approach to 
placement testing? 
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2. To what extent does the Smart Start Orientation experience affect African American 
community college students’ approach, perceptions and behavior about placement 
testing? 
Overview of the SMART Orientation and Interview Protocol  
This research study used the SMART orientation program which utilized the 
ACCUPLACER® placement test and the Longsdale ACCUPLACER® online preparation course. 
SMART is a researcher developed orientation program designed to familiarize freshmen African 
American community college students with the ACCUPLACER® placement test and the 
placement testing process prior to taking the placement test. SMART was designed by the 
researcher with assistance from the foundational skills lab and testing center staff. The 
theoretical constructs of the program are grounded in student development and student success 
research (National Association for College Admission Counseling, 2008). The goal of SMART 
was to provide a more holistic assessment of African American students’ skills by exposing them 
to the computer adaptive format of the ACCUPLACER®, brushing up on their skills, and 
ensuring that students are aware of the purpose and importance of the course placement system. 
The goal was that African American community college students are fully equipped and 
knowledgeable about the impact of developmental education on the length of study, increased 
college costs, and the impact on financial aid. SMART was not intended, nor used, to be a 
placement test cram session, but instead attempted to instill a sense of confidence in the students. 
An outline of the SMART orientation can be found in Appendix D.  
SMART utilized a hybrid model, which included both face-to-face and online instruction. 
Participants took part in 1.5 hours of face to face class session and 1.5 hours of the Longsdale 
ACCUPLACER® online preparation which helped participants become familiar with all aspects 
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of the placement exam. A PowerPoint presentation entitled Introduction to Placement Testing, 
which outlined the high stakes nature and purpose of the placement exam, the scoring system, 
how the exam is administered, the difference between developmental and college-level courses, 
and the importance of preparation was presented by the researcher. A presentation on 
transitioning to a successful college student was presented by the Director of Mentoring Services 
and a presentation on financial aid was presented by the Assistant Director of Financial Aid to 
the participants. Participants were then instructed on how to set up the ACCUPLACER® online 
prep account. The ACCUPLACER® online preparation course contained instructional 
information on each section of the Accuplacer: sentence skills, reading comprehension, 
arithmetic, elementary algebra, college level math, and the written essay. The program was 
divided into five areas: (a) Introduction to the Accuplacer, (b) Sentence Skills Instruction, (c) 
Reading Comprehension Instruction, (d) Mathematics Instruction, and (e) Written Essay 
Instruction. Each section begins with the information and skills needed and then provides sample 
tests for practice. Each sample test was graded by the computer and participants had the 
opportunity to see correct and incorrect answers immediately. Videos were used to assist with 
lessons throughout the program. The participants could work on the modules in any order they 
choose and their work was saved as they worked through the modules. The participants were 
able to stop and return to work on the modules at a later time. The participants could access the 
online modules 24-hours a day, seven days per week from any computer with internet access. 
The participants could continue with the online preparation at the conclusion of SMART and 
were responsible for taking the placement test on campus once they felt they were prepared. 
The researcher collected interview data from six students who participated in the SMART 
orientation. The researcher conducted one-on-one, in-depth interviews using semi-structured 
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interviewing techniques and asking open-ended questions of the participants about their unique 
experiences. Twenty-six open-ended statements or questions which, addressed the pre-college 
experiences (enrollment choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, 
family support, peer support, and motivation to learn) and SMART participation guided the 
interviews. 
Population 
The sample used for this research study was drawn from African American freshmen 
participants who were required to take the placement test, to determine college readiness, before 
enrolling in classes. All African American students who applied to the college as first year 
students for the 2016-2017 academic year were recruited to participate in SMART. The SMART 
orientation program was designed to provide a more holistic assessment of African American 
students’ skills by exposing them to the computer adaptive format of the ACCUPLACER®, 
brushing up on their skills, and ensuring that students were aware of the purpose and high stakes 
nature of the course placement system.  
Thirty-one eligible students participated in SMART prior to taking the placement test. 
The SMART participants consisted of 21 females and 10 males. Six participants, who 
participated in SMART, volunteered to participate in the in-depth interviews. Four females and 
two males participated in the interviews. Detailed descriptions of the participants’ demographics 
and profiles are listed below.  
Participant Demographics 
The demographic categories, as depicted in Table 4.1 below, were utilized to determine if 
any correlation existed between a specific demographic category and participant experiences and 
perceptions. The participants’ age range were from 19 to 29, with an average age of 21. There 
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were two males and four females who participated in the interviews. The declared majors shared 
by participants varied widely with a total of six different majors indicated. All of the participants 
attended a public high school, but in different school districts. The individual participant’s high 
school grade point average (GPA) ranged from a low C with a 2.3 GPA being the lowest to a 
near perfect 4.0 GPA. Only one participant was not Pell grant eligible - the criteria used to 
determine low-income status at the college - indicating that all but one is classified as low-
income. Three of the participants scored at the college-level on all three placement tests in math, 
writing, and reading; all six participants scored at the college level in reading and writing; and 
three scored at the developmental level only in the math. One participant was very close to 
college level math score and planned to retest. No participants scored at the developmental level 
in English or reading. 
Table 4.1 Participant Demographics 
Age 
Range 
Average 
Age 
Gender High School 
GPA 
Range 
 
Socio-
economic 
Status 
College Readiness 
Indicator 
19-29 21 years 67% Female 
33 % Male 
2.3– 3.9 
(4.0 scale) 
 
83% 
Pell Grant 
eligible 
 100% scored 
college level in 
reading 
 100% scored 
college level in 
writing 
 50% scored 
college level in 
math 
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Participant Profiles 
As a result of the in-depth interviews, observations, and review of institutional data, the 
following participant profiles emerged as depicted in Table 4.2. The participant profiles are 
presented as a guide to the analysis and results of the data gathered. The researcher believed that 
it was important to present the profiles of the participants to enable readers to understand and 
make a connection with the participants, in order to further understand their experiences and the 
research results. The participant profiles represent those students who volunteered to participate 
in SMART, and reveal through the volunteer interviews, their stories and journey through 
SMART and placement testing at the community college. Protecting the identity of the 
participants and the confidentiality of their answers was paramount and a pseudonym was given 
to each student. Their real names are not used.  
Table 4.2 Student Participant Profiles 
 
Participant Pseudonym Gender Age Pell 
Grant 
Eligible 
Major HS  
GPA 
Placement Test 
Results 
(math, writing, 
reading) 
1 Jasmine F 19 Yes Education 3.2 All college level 
classes 
2 Star 
 
F 18 No Biology 3.9 All college level 
classes 
3 Phyllis 
 
F 29 Yes Business 
Management 
NA College level reading 
College level writing 
Developmental math 
(highest level) 
4 Ebony F 19 Yes Human Services 2.3 College level reading 
College level writing 
Developmental math 
5 Brandon 
 
M 20 Yes Communications 2.8 College level reading 
College level writing 
Developmental math 
6 Reggie 
 
 
M 22 Yes Information 
Technology 
3.1 All college level 
classes 
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Jasmine. Jasmine agreed to participate in the interview but was reluctant at first. She was 
a little quiet at first, but as the interview progressed she relaxed and freely engaged in the 
conversation. Jasmine is from a single-parent household, is the oldest of five children and 
graduated from high school with a 3.2 GPA and is an honor student.  Her family suffered 
homelessness and domestic violence so she decided to attend community college and remain 
local so that she could help care for her younger siblings. She wants to serve as a role model for 
her younger siblings demonstrating the importance of a college education in creating a future. 
She is Pell Grant eligible and receives federal financial aid. She plans to major in secondary 
education with a goal of returning to her neighborhood high school as a teacher. Jasmine scored 
at the college level on all three placement test (reading, writing, math) and is not required to take 
any developmental classes.  
Star. Star was one of the first to respond to participate in SMART and volunteer for the 
interviews. She presented as a natural leader and eagerly spoke during the interview. She is 
extremely bright and articulate. She is the younger of two children and comes from a two-parent 
household. Although she is a first generation college student, she has a strong family support 
system and shared that education was always stressed in her family. She graduated in the top of 
her class with a 3.9 GPA and is a member of the honor society. She decided to attend community 
college because she stated she was “not ready to leave home and really be on my own yet.” Her 
older brother is a junior in college and there are some family financial concerns with two 
children being in college at the same time. She is not Pell Grant eligible and does not receive 
federal financial aid. She plans to major in biology and expects to complete community college 
with a 4.0 GPA and transfer. Her goal is to transfer to Spelman College, a Historically Black 
College or University (HBCU). She believes a HBCU will provide the support and guidance she 
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needs to pursue a dream of attending medical school. Her long term goal is to go to medical 
school and become a pediatrician. Star scored at the college level on all three placement test 
(reading, writing, math) and is not required to take any developmental classes.  
Phyllis. Phyllis was a non-traditional student who is on a mission to complete her 
associate’s degree as quickly as possible. She is a single mother of three children and came to 
college to earn an associate’s degree so that she can earn a promotion at work. She plans to 
major in business management. She was attracted to SMART because she wanted to brush up on 
her academic skills and obtain her degree as quickly as possible. She had been out of school for a 
while and was quite anxious and lacked confidence in her abilities. She entered the work force 
after graduating from high school and never considered attending college upon graduation. She 
demonstrated sincerity when she answered the interview questions and did not rush to give an 
answer. She seemed to enjoy the opportunity to talk about her concerns and feelings around 
coming to college. Her responses were well presented and she did not hesitate to ask questions 
relating to the interview questions. She is Pell Grant eligible and receives federal financial aid. 
Phyllis scored at the college level in reading and writing and at the first developmental level in 
math. She is required to take one developmental math class before enrolling in a college level 
math course. She can take the math placement test one more time and possibly score at the 
college level.  
Ebony. Ebony was a recent high school graduate who seemed very shy. She graduated 
with a 2.3 GPA and was tracked into the lowest level classes in high school. She presented with a 
very demure personality and was reluctant to share; but, she seems to have a quiet drive and 
determination just below the surface. Ebony had a very unstable childhood and became a teen 
parent in high school. She decided to attend college to create a future for herself and her 
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daughter. Ebony felt she was behind academically because she changed schools frequently 
growing up. She decided to participate in SMART because she believed she was not prepared to 
be a college student. She is determined not to be a statistic and understands that a college 
education will present that opportunity. Ebony seems to be brighter then she believes she is, but 
is also willing to work hard to achieve her goals. She is Pell Grant eligible and receives federal 
financial aid. She plans to major in human services with the goal of becoming a social worker. 
She wants to help adolescent girls who may face the same challenges she faced growing up. 
Ebony scored at the college level in reading and writing and at the second developmental level in 
math. She is required to take two developmental math classes before enrolling in a college level 
math course. She can take the math placement test one more time and possibly score at the 
college level.  
Brandon. Brandon is very goal oriented. He is a recent high school graduate and 
graduated with a 2.8 GPA. She is from a nearby city and comes from a two parent family. He has 
a very big personality and spoke with ease. He seemed to enjoy speaking about himself, 
especially basketball. He is a member of the basketball team and dreams of playing in the 
National Basketball League (NBA). He received a basketball scholarship to a National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division 2 state college, but he decided not attend. He 
decided to attend the community college instead, in hopes of being recruited by a NCAA 
Division 1 college his junior year and earn a basketball scholarship. He hopes playing for a 
Division I team will increase his chances of being drafted to the NBA. As a high school athlete, 
education was not a priority for Brandon and he believes that his high school grades do not 
represent his actual scholastic ability. He decided to participate in SMART so that he can 
increase his GPA and transfer options. He is Pell Grant eligible and receives federal financial 
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aid. He plans to major in communications, but athletics still seem to be his priority. Brandon 
scored at the college level in reading and writing and at first developmental level in math. He is 
required to take one developmental math classes before enrolling in a college level math course. 
He can take the math placement test one more time and possibility score at the college-level.  
Reggie. Reggie is very focused on his future and is committed to doing well in college.  
He wants to succeed despite the obstacles to create a bright future for himself. He did not come 
to college immediately after high school graduation, instead he choose to enter the workforce. 
After a series of dead-end jobs and little hopeful prospects for the future, he decided he needed 
to enroll in college and create a future. He was a relatively good student in high school and 
graduated with a 2.8 GPA, he admits with very little effort. As a first generation student, he 
didn’t receive any real direction about college attendance from high school counselors or home. 
He decided to participate in SMART because he is more mature, focused, and shared he “doesn’t 
have any time to waste.” He is Pell Grant eligible and receives federal financial aid. He plans to 
major in information technology based on future economic possibilities. Reggie scored at the 
college level on all three placement tests (reading, writing, and math) and is not required to take 
any developmental classes. His math score actually placed him into a higher level math class.  
Findings 
The interview protocol was designed with the intention of guiding the interviews that 
provided a foundation on which the participants could freely share their lived experiences. 
Following review of the interview transcripts, the researcher identified common experiences and 
perceptions, which were grouped into established themes related to the research questions. 
Specifically, the following themes were explored: (a) enrollment choices, (b) early tracking and 
academic preparation, (c) college readiness, (d) family support, (e) peer support, (f) motivation 
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to learn, and (g) Smart Start orientation. Table 4.3 illustrates the comments for each interview 
question and the number of participants who shared that comment. The 26-question interview is 
summarized in the table below. The first column identifies the interview question number; the 
second column identifies the interview question asked by the researcher and the third column 
indicates the comments and the number of participants who gave those responses.  
Table 4.3 Student Interview Comments and Frequency 
Question 
# 
Questions:  Pre-college 
experiences 
Responses & Number of Participants 
Who Responded 
Enrollment Choices 
1 Tell me about your early thoughts 
about attending college as a youth. 
 
Expense of college – 6  
Independence - 5 
Building a future career - 5 
2 People you knew growing up who 
attended college. 
 
Mother/Father - 3 
Brother  
(athletic scholarship/didn’t graduate) - 1 
No one - 2 
3 Tell me about their experiences they 
shared with you about college? 
 
College is expensive - 6 
Didn’t fit in/outsider - 3 
It was hard/difficult - 3 
4 Did you always believe college 
attendance was a possibility for you? 
 
No - 5 
Yes - 1 
5 Why did you choose to attend a 
community college? 
 
Affordability - 6 
Location/close to home - 6 
Low grades in high school - 1 
Guidance counselor – 1 
Assistant Principal - 1 
Wanted to earn associates degree - 1  
Early Tracking and Academic Preparation 
6 How was your high school experience? 
 
Uncaring teachers -  5 
Low expectations – 5 
Low Socio-economic status – 5 
Family Issues - 3 
Class failure – 3 
Good - 2 
Pregnancy - 1 
7 Tell me about the classes you took in 
high school? 
 
Lower track/non-college prep - 4 
Honor classes - 2 
AP classes - 1 
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8 Tell me how you connected your high 
school classes to college? 
 
Didn’t see a connection - 4 
High school and college are different - 4 
Help determined academic strengths and 
weaknesses - 3 
 
9 Tell me how your high school classes 
prepared you for college? 
 
Did not believe they  prepared them for 
college  – 4 
Improved academic skills - 3 
 
10 Did you participate honors or AP 
classes in high school? 
 
No - 4 
Yes - 2 
College Readiness 
11 Tell me about the times a placement 
test was discussed with you in high 
school. 
End of Senior year -1 
Never mentioned - 5 
12 When did you know you had to take a 
placement test? 
 
At the college - 5 
 Senior year - 1 
 
13 Did you prepare before you took the 
placement test? 
 
Yes, after SMART - 6 
Family Support 
14 Did either of your parents graduate 
from college with a bachelor’s degree 
or higher? 
 
No - 4 
Yes - 2 
Associates degree - 1 
15 Tell me about the conversations you 
had with your parents or other family 
members about attending college. 
Required to attend - 3 
It is an option, but should attend – 4 
not required 
Too expensive -3  
Didn’t have any conversations - 3 
16 Tell me about who supports your 
college decision?  
Mother  - 6 
Father - 2 
Uncle - 2 
Grandmother - 2 
Counselor - 1 
Peer Support 
17 Tell me about your friends. 
 
Working - 6 
Enrolled in college - 2 
Joined military - 1 
Dropped out of high school - 1 
Motivation to Learn 
18 When you were faced with new & 
challenging high school material, how 
Did the best I could - 6 
Asked for help - 2 
Nothing really - 2 
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did you approach the new and 
challenging academic material? 
 
19 What are your goals? Where do you 
want to see yourself in 5 years, 10 
years? 
Want a College degree -6  
Have a career - 6 
Entrepreneurship/Own business  3 
Professional athlete - 1 
Smart Start Orientation 
20 Tell me about your feelings about 
placement testing after completing 
SMART? 
 
Better understanding - 6  
Better prepared – 6 
More confident in self and skills - 6 
Connection to high school - 4 
21 Do you feel the SMART experience 
prepared you for the placement exam?  
Yes - 5 
Needed more time - 2 
 
22 If you were selected to speak with high 
school students about placement 
testing, tell me what would you tell 
them? 
The importance - 6 
Pay attention in high school - 6 
Prepare like SAT - 4 
Take it seriously - 4 
Could save time and money - 4 
23 Did this explanation change after 
participation in SMART?  
Yes, had more information - 6 
Didn’t understand before - 5 
24 Tell me about the tools and skills you 
learned from SMART? How will these 
be beneficial in your college classes? 
Understand academic preparation-6  
How to prepare for a test - 4 
Ask for help – 4 
Knowledge = confidence - 1 
 
25 Tell me about behaviors that changed 
for you after participation in SMART? 
Much more Serious/Focused - 5 
Confidence in abilities - 4 
Feel prepared for college - 4 
Willing to work hard - 3 
26 How did it impact your decision to 
prepare for the placement exam? 
Would not have prepared without 
SMART - 6 
 
Throughout this research study, the research questions were the primary focus. Through 
analysis of the interview data, the participants’ perceptions, attitudes, and approach to placement 
testing were evident and are presented below organized by research question.  
Research Question #1: How does African American community college students’ pre-
college experiences (enrollment choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college 
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readiness, family support, peer support, and motivation to learn) affect their attitude and 
approach to placement testing?  
The interview questions provided an opportunity to explore the pre-college experiences 
of the participants in relation to their attitude and approach to placement testing. The quotes from 
the participants are written, to some extent, in everyday dialect. They are presented in this style 
to capture the participants’ voices and allow the reader an opportunity to understand and connect 
with their experiences. 
Enrollment choices. 
The five enrollment choices interview questions are summarized in Figure 7. The figure 
illustrates the participants’ comments for each interview question and the percentage participants 
who shared that comment. Most of the participants in the study are first-generation college 
students and they did not have the benefit of learning the norms and customs of the college 
culture from their parents or other close relatives. The majority of the participants enrolled in 
college because they believed it would position them to begin a career that would lead to 
financial stability.  
Most of the participants in the study are first-generation college students and they did not 
have the benefit of learning the norms and customs of the college culture from their parents or 
other close relatives. The majority of the participants enrolled in college because they believed it 
would position them to begin a career that would lead to financial stability. 
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Figure 7: Summary of enrollment choices interview questions responses. 
 
Reggie noted the following: 
Just think everyday life (sic). You see those that are well off in life they either have a 
bachelors, masters or grad. Those are needed to get the higher paying jobs. 
The higher paying jobs help you sustain a better life that you want and you dream of. I 
want that life…not just working hard all the time.  
In addition, most of the participants wanted to earn a degree, and transfer to a 4-year college or 
university. Star shared, “I’m looking at colleges out of state to further my career” and Brandon 
hopes to transfer to Temple University to play basketball. Only Phyllis wanted to earn an 
associate’s degree, sharing, “I’ve been with this company for eight years and need a degree so I 
can get a supervisor position.”  
For all of the participants, community college was their first choice and they did not 
apply to any other colleges. Most of the students shared that deciding to enroll in college was 
“pretty much a last minute decision.” The participants were asked to share their early thoughts 
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about attending college and overwhelming the majority indicated that they did not see college as 
a possibility for them. Brandon shared the following:  
I didn't really think it was a possibility. Most of my family members didn't go to college. 
We're in a pretty low-income bracket and it’s expensive. My brother hated going. He 
went to a catholic college because he got a scholarship there because of his diversity. He 
felt weird because he was one of the only darker skinned people in a group of white 
people. Not that everyone looked at him. He felt like he was always being watched 
because he was the oddball out. 
Ebony also shared her thoughts that college was not a possibility, sharing the following: 
I didn't think it was a possibility. I had a rough time in school, middle school and high 
school. My grades weren't the best. We really didn’t talk about college. My mom, she's a 
single mom, but financially I think there are people who are worse off. 
This seems to follow the experiences of the majority of the participants who indicated that they 
felt college expense was the number one reason that college was not an option for them. Only 
Star felt that college was always an option for her, sharing the following:  
College for me, I thought it was always a possibility for me. It was just more so how I 
was going to get there and how I was going to do it. My parents always pushed college 
on me. Go, get it. You don't have no other choice. 
Upon deeper analysis, it became evident that the majority of participants did not have 
close connections with anyone who attended and graduated from college. Jasmine shared the 
following:  
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My dad didn't go to college. Nobody on my dad's side went to college. The only person 
who went to college was my mom but she didn’t finish. She just kept pushing me to do 
better than she did but she couldn’t really help me.  
Phyllis stated the following: 
My family or my mom's family, none of them went to college except for my mom and 
my dad. My mom was like, “You should go to college. You don't have to if you don't 
want to.” It's more of an education based understanding. Basically to get ahead in life, 
you don't have to do minimum wage jobs. You can have a well-paying job at least. 
Basically if you just want to get ahead in life. Instead of struggling going job to job, 
catching bus to bus. 
Additionally, Reggie shared the following: 
I have eight brothers. None of them went to college. Well two did, the twins did for a 
year then came home because they missed my mom. My dad went to college. He went to 
a Christian college for two years then became a deacon. My mom went to community. 
When asked why they chose to attend a community college, all six participants indicated cost as 
the number one factor in choosing a community college, but not much planning went into the 
process. With the exception of Star, who had a clear transfer plan after attending XYZ 
community college. While Jasmine indicated her counselor recommended she attend the 
community college, Ebony indicated “I just came on my own.” 
Early tracking and academic preparation. 
77 
 
 
 
The five early tracking and academic preparation interview questions are summarized in 
Figure 8. The figure illustrates the participants’ comments for each interview question and the 
percentage of participants who shared that comment.  
 
Figure 8: Percentage summary of early tracking and academic preparation interview questions 
responses. 
 
The participants’ perceptions of their academic preparation for college level work was 
critical to their approach to placement testing. When asked about their high school experiences 
and being prepared for college classes, the participants overwhelming shared that they did not 
feel like their high school classes prepared them for college. The majority of the participants 
attributed this to uncaring teachers with very low expectations. Ebony stated that “High school 
didn't prepare me for this because I wasn't in class ever… and nobody cared. Star shared the 
following:  
High school teachers, when you think about it, they don't come to you when your grades 
drop. You have to come to them and they'll actually look. Hey my grade is dropping. I 
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need some help. Is there anything I can do? Then they will look. But if you don’t care, 
they don’t care. They have a lot of other students to grade papers and stuff. I always felt 
like they expected my grades to be bad. 
Jasmine also shared, “In some of my classes I was the only Black person in the class and the 
teacher never helped me. I really had to do it on my own.”  Brandon, however indicted that his 
own actions led to him being unprepared for college level work. He shared that because his focus 
was on athletics, he was never a serious student. He shared the following: 
My family talked about college but it was like you have to play sports to go to college. 
Me and all my brothers played sports and we [are] pretty good. I think I’m gonna (sic) get 
drafted. But I didn’t really pay attention in high school and it’s easy to get passing grades 
in high school… all I needed was a passing grade to play. I didn’t try and learn anything. 
I just wanted to just play sports. So yea, I’m not prepared for these college classes. That’s 
why I’m here.  
Jasmine and Ebony both shared how their personal family challenges impacted their high 
school experiences. Ebony shared that “I've been [to] four different high schools throughout my 
high school career. College for me was a chance to be on my own…to be somewhere set in 
stone.” Jasmine shared the effect of domestic violence on her during high school. “One time my 
family was in a shelter and I wasn’t thinking about school then.”  
The participants all shared that they did not feel confident that they were prepared for 
college level classes. Although their high schools offered Advanced Placement (AP) and honors 
level classes, only Star took an AP course. Both Star and Jasmine took honors courses. The four 
other participants, were on what was described as the non-college prep track. Because of her 
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experience with her lower level high school course, Ebony stated, “I honestly didn’t think you 
could prepare for college.” The participants’ perceptions of their level of academic preparation 
was critical to how they approached placement testing.  
College readiness. 
The three college readiness interview questions are summarized in the Figure 9 below. 
The figure illustrates the participants’ comments for each interview question and the percentage 
of participants who shared that comment.   
 
Figure 9: Percentage summary of college readiness interview questions responses. 
 
While research indicates that the majority of African American low-income students 
attend community college with little preparation (Venezia, Bracco, and Nodine 2010), the 
researcher probed their perceptions about college readiness as defined by placement testing. 
Results from the analysis suggest that most of the participants were not aware that they were 
required to take a placement test and most likely would not have prepared. They reported that 
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they delayed taking the placement test in order to attend SMART. When asked about when was 
the first time placement testing was discussed with them, Star shared senior year of high school. 
She stated the following: 
Admissions people from the community college spoke to the seniors and told us we 
would have to take a placement test. They really didn’t talk about preparing, or what the 
test was about just that it would show where we were academically. They made it seem 
like it was no big deal. Just take it.  
 However, the majority of the participants indicated that placement testing was never discussed 
with them and they did not learn about placement testing until they actually came to the college 
to register. Ebony shared the following: 
When I first got here, I was just like, all right I'm just going to take this. I didn't think it 
was going to take that long honestly and I really didn’t know what the test was about. I’m 
glad I did the class (SMART) first. I don't think placement tests can really show your 
capability of what you can actually do though, like how your thought processes and how 
good you are at math and reading and stuff like that. 
Star further explained that placement testing was not discussed and she felt the lack of early 
notification was putting students at a disadvantage. She shared, “I didn't even know about it until 
somebody was like, oh, you have to do a placement test before you enroll in some programs. I 
was like, that would have been really cool to know.” All of the participants shared that after 
SMART they all prepared for the placement test after realizing the purpose of the test. Reggie, 
indicted that he delayed registering for class so that he could prepare for the test. He stated the 
following: 
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The advisor was trying to get me to just go take the test and register for classes. I was like 
I want to do my best, cause I’ve been out of school for four years…so I’m going to wait. 
I was focused on doing my best so I took my time. I’m glad I did now I don’t have no 
developmental classes to take.  
The data shows that the majority of the participants lacked confidence in their college readiness 
based on the high school academic curriculum.  The participants also expressed apprehension 
about taking college-level courses and worried about taking a course that would be too difficult, 
especially math courses. Phyllis shared the following: 
Look it’s been a long time since I’ve even been in a classroom….I haven’t done math in 
years, so I felt like I needed to start at the beginning, wherever the beginning is. For me, 
yeah, I needed the lowest math class that you have… I didn’t even test in the lowest 
class. I was surprised. I was like I guess SMART class made a big difference.   
Brandon shared that, “I never heard of no (sic) placement test. I didn’t know there were classes 
before college classes. That’s like going back to high school. I didn’t wanna (sic) to do that.  
Family support. 
The three family support interview questions are summarized in Figure 10. The figure 
illustrates the participants’ comments for each interview question and the percentage of 
participants who shared that comment.   
Research has proven that family and peer support has significant power to promote 
student learning and to develop the necessary social skills that young people need to be 
successful in college (Harper, 2012; Perna & Titus, 2005, Bank, Slavings, & Biddle 1990). 
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Figure 10: Percentage summary of family support interview questions responses. 
 
As discussed earlier, the majority of the participants were first generation college 
students and only one parent actually graduated with a bachelor’s degree. Family members who 
motivated them to work hard in school were mentioned by participants. For most participants, 
their mother was credited with motivating them to work harder and go to college. Reggie shared, 
“I have to say my mom is the best. Like my mom is one of the greatest motivators.” Jasmine 
shared the following:  
My mother kept pushing me to go to college. She kept telling me not to be like 
her to do better. Don’t make the same mistakes. She went to college and didn’t 
finish. She wants me to go and finish. She said I would make a good teacher 
because I teach all my sisters and brothers. I want to make her proud. 
Star and Brandon praised both their mothers and fathers as being an important influence. 
Brandon shared, “my mom and dad always talked about college and getting a scholarship.” Star 
disclosed she always aspired to attend college, and that this goal was due in part to parental 
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influence. Star stated that her father owned a lawn company and “he made me work with him all 
summer in the hot sun so I would be motivated to work hard and go to college.”  Phyllis 
disclosed that “[her] parents really stressed education.” Both Ebony and Star shared that their 
grandmother was an important influence. Ebony shared the following: 
I spent a lot of time with my grandmother when I was little. She use to take care of me all 
the time. She always use to tell me to do something good in life and just because I had a 
baby don’t mean I can’t still go to college. She came with me when I came to find about 
registering for classes and she told me she would help me. She always trying to push me.  
Interestingly, Reggie said that his assistant principal motivated him as if he were a family 
member. Reggie shared the following:  
The person who told me about it [college] my assistant principal, he was like, "You 
should do this, man.” Every day he would come to my classroom and take me out of class 
and just talk to me about it. Eventually I was like, I want to just do it. Then he started 
getting annoying. Every day in class he would come to the class and take you out and talk 
for 20 minutes. I was like, okay let me just get him off my back and let's just do it. 
All of the participants shared that without family support they would not haven even considered 
attending college.  
Peer support.  
The three peer support interview questions are summarized in Figure 11. The figure 
illustrates the participants’ comments for each interview question and the percentage of 
participants who shared that comment.   
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Figure 11: Percentage summary of peer support interview questions and responses. 
 
All of the participants indicted that peer support was valuable in providing a sense of 
academic and social support, which led to increased confidence in their abilities. Brandon shared 
that his friends were significant and held a valuable role in aiding him in staying in school and 
out of trouble. Brandon shared the following: 
Some of my brothers got in trouble, so my parents wanted to make sure I stayed out of 
trouble. My friends were all athletes like me so we all wanted to stay eligible to play and 
stay out of trouble so we could play. We all talked about going to college to play ball. So, 
yea my friends, we kept each other going. I had some friends who won’t (sic) going 
nowhere and they still encouraged me, “like man you going to college.’ Like they didn’t 
try and make me do the wrong things, they kept saying ‘you going to college.’   
Phyllis shared the following: 
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I’m a little older with a lot of responsibilities, so my girlfriends [are] really important to 
me. I have two really good friends, we grew up together so we know (sic) each other a 
long time. I call them and cry on their shoulder and they always tell me ‘keep going.’ 
When I told them I was thinking about going to school, they all told me to go, they said 
‘we got you’ and that helped me make the decision to come back to school. 
Some participants shared how they often felt like outsiders and peer support provided that 
validation that they desired and needed. Star shared the following, “It was hard being the only 
Black girl in my classes sometimes. They always made me feel like I didn’t belong there. I 
missed my friends when I was in those classes by myself.” Jasmine shared a similar story and 
shared the following: 
“I hated being in some of my classes…the honor classes. I was quiet and didn’t even talk 
or answer questions. They made you feel like you were an outsider in your own school. 
Some days I couldn’t wait for lunch and classes with my friends.”  
The participants further shared that they realized that they lost a significant source of peer 
support after graduating from high school. Jasmine stated, that “some of my friends are in 
college some of my friends are not and it’s kind of hard feeling like you have to start over in 
college.” Reggie reflected that most of his friends are not in college, sharing the following: 
I’m the only one who graduated. I had some friends that were older than me. One of my 
best friends, he's not going to college. I'll probably encourage [him] to come here in 
January. My other friend he's in trade school. 
Ebony shared that, “When you looked around and didn’t see your friends from high school you 
kind of felt out of place. It was scary and you knew you were in college and not in high school 
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anymore.” Star shared that “you didn’t realize they were really your support until they weren’t 
around and then you missed your girls.” 
Motivation to learn.  
The two motivation to learn interview questions are summarized in Figure 12. The figure 
illustrates the participants’ comments for each interview question and the percentage of 
participants who shared that comment.   
 
Figure 12: Percentage summary of motivation to learn interview questions responses. 
 
All of the participants had very high expectations and future goals despite the challenges 
they faced earlier in high school. All of the participants indicated that they aspired to earn a 
college degree and have a successful career. Jasmine stated, “I want to become a high school 
teacher and teach in my neighborhood high school.”  Star, shared that she always had high goals 
and wanted to become a medical doctor. She shared the following: 
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I always had high goals. My parents started talking to me about college and having high 
goals a long time ago. That’s why they were so strict on me… I plan to go to medical 
school and become a pediatrician. I love kids. In ten years I want to be a doctor and have 
my own office. 
Phyllis stated, that her goals were to earn an associate’s degree and get a promotion at work. 
Ebony stated, “I want to get a college degree and be a social worker so I can help girls like me in 
high school.” Brandon, was very clear about his goals. He shared the following: 
I been playing ball since third grade, so all I wanted to do was play ball. I still want to 
play ball but get an education too. I want to transfer to a Division I school, hopefully 
Temple, and then get drafted to the NBA. In ten years I want to be playing in the NBA 
and then when that’s over, I want to be a sports show host.  
Reggie was very focused on his education and future goals. He shared the following: 
I came to school to get a college degree and get a good job with technology. I don’t know 
what I really want to do, like the best major and all that, so I hope somebody will help me 
figure that out. But I know everything is technology now and I’m good at that. So in ten 
years I want to be working in a good technology job, with a good company, making good 
money. I might be married by then too.  
Only Star and Jasmine, however, actually stated that they were academically motivated in 
high school. As discussed earlier, only these two participants took honors and/or AP courses in 
high school. Students who enroll in these classes most likely, possess a high level of intrinsic 
motivation because these classes are typically much more difficult than the regular curriculum.  
As evidence, Star shared the following: 
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I challenged myself and took an AP class and it was pretty hard. But I thought I could do 
it since I already was taking honors classes. My teachers asked me if I really wanted to 
take that class and told me how hard it was. One told me not to take it. But my momma 
and daddy told me I could do it so I decided I would try. It was hard, but I’m glad I did. I 
feel like it helped me get ready for college. 
Additionally, Jasmin also shared similar evidence of intrinsic motivation, asserting the 
following: 
“I took honors classes because I knew I wanted to go to college. My counselor told me I 
didn’t need honors classes to go to college. It was hard and I felt like I was by myself a 
lot, but I still stuck with it. My friends helped too. They always told me I was the ‘smart 
one.’ 
The other participants did not share this level of motivation in high school.  
Although they all now had high expectations and clear future goals, they did not 
understand the connection of high school curriculum to college preparation. Reggie stated the 
following: 
I really didn’t take high school serious enough and didn’t really pay attention. Now that I 
am in college I wish I would’ve paid attention, for real because I was like all that stuff we 
were studying we did in high school. Now I gotta (sic) go back and learn all that stuff. 
Reggie went on to share that he specifically choose IT as a major because he says “technology is 
the career of the future and I want to have a good career and make good money.” Brandon stated 
that he was not motivated to focus on his academics because he was committed to athletics. He 
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saw himself just as an athlete. He stated, “I was focused on playing ball…..as long as I was 
eligible to play ball that’s all that mattered.” 
Research question #2: To what extent does the Smart Start Orientation experience affect 
African American community college students’ approach, perceptions and behavior about 
placement testing?  
The main goal of SMART was to help participants understand the high stakes nature of 
the placement test and to approach placement testing better informed and more confident. All 
participants (100%) expressed that they had a better understanding about placement testing after 
participating in SMART and all participants (100%) also indicated that they had more 
confidence in their academic abilities after participating in SMART.  Several of the participants, 
83%, indicated that after participating in SMART they believed that test preparation and earlier 
knowledge about the test was key to success on the exam. After SMART, 66% of the participants 
indicated that they understood the connection to their high school experiences.  
 
Figure 13: Percentage of participants’ perceptions after participating in SMART. 
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The SMART interview questions and the participants’ responses are depicted in Figure 13. 
Participants reported that if they had not understood the consequences of performing poorly on 
the placement exam, as they learned through SMART, they would have approached placement 
testing very differently. They indicated that they would not have taken it seriously nor prepared.  
The data revealed that the participants all felt that they were better prepared to take the 
test after participation in SMART. Jasmine stated, “I didn’t even know about the placement test 
until I came to the college. I’m glad I went to SMART because I probably wouldn’t of (sic) 
taken it seriously.” Phyllis has been out of school for a few years and decided to attend SMART 
in order to improve her skills before taking the test. She was most concerned with her math 
skills. Phyllis shared, “I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t taken (sic) the test with the same confidence 
and feeling as prepared as I did if I had not participated in SMART.” After participating in 
SMART it was clear to her the importance of preparation so that she can save time and money 
taking unnecessary pre-college classes. She shared, “I’m paying for these classes and I don’t 
have any money to waste.” Reggie also shared that he felt much more confident about placement 
testing after SMART and didn’t fear it, as he has done with most testing in his life.  
Reggie shared that he came to college with the intentions of doing well so that he could 
have a good career. He really had no idea what the placement test was, but once he got the flyer 
decided to attend so that he could perform well on the test. Brandon shared that he was glad he 
attended because he had no idea what the placement test was and probably would not have taken 
it seriously. He shared that one of his team mates did not take the test seriously at all. He shared 
the following conversation, he had with his teammate who did not attend SMART: 
He said that after a certain time “I didn't really care anymore. I just started guessing. The 
English was hard and I hate math. If it starts getting past four numbers (sic). No I'm not 
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doing it. I just thought it was too much.” When I sat down and started reading the 
questions, like he said “I just start clicking.” 
Brandon was glad he participated in SMART because it positioned him to start his college career 
better prepared and more confident in his abilities. He felt is should be required for all new 
students, especially athletes.  
Another theme that seemed to be consistent with the majority of the participants was the 
sense of confidence that they felt after attending SMART. Ebony shared the following: 
I had to completely learn how to take a test. . . .and I never really had that in high school. 
We really didn’t learn that kind of stuff. I feel more prepared not just about the placement 
test but about being a college student now. I never really felt like a college student before. 
Brandon also stated that he knew what to expect on the test and the format, “like you can’t skip 
questions or use a calculator. Like that’s important because I’m not that good at math. But 
because I had the class I know how to take the test better.” 
The participants all felt that they are prepared to be college students and felt newfound 
confidence, that as they are faced with challenging assignment they now have new skills to use. 
Ebony shared, “I wasn’t a good student in high school. I was really bad. Now I feel like I’m a 
better student... like I know how to study now.” The participants reported that before SMART 
they did not make the connection to college readiness and after SMART they understood the 
goal of the program. The participants’ perceptions about the importance of reading and writing 
skills changed after participating in SMART. The participants indicated that before SMART they 
really didn’t believe they would have to prepare for class, but after SMART the participants 
understood the significance and plan to prepare for their academic classes.  
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In expressing feelings of being more prepared for the placement test, all participants 
indicated that they wish they knew about SMART and the placement test much earlier in their 
academic journey. Many indicated that they learned about SMART and the placement test too 
late. They wished they knew about the placement test and SMART much earlier, maybe even in 
high school. Ebony stated,  
By the time I was at the college and getting ready for my classes, I was like I’m not 
thinking about taking a test. You take all your college test in high school. But I’m glad I 
did it. I just wish I could have done it in high school.  
Results and Interpretations 
Results 
This phenomenological study explored how African American community college 
participants perceived their placement test experiences after participating in SMART as related 
to their pre-college experiences, as told by six community college students. The following pre-
college experiences were explored: (a) enrollment choices, (b) early tracking and academic 
preparation, (c) college readiness, (d) family support, (e) peer support, (f) motivation to learn, 
and (f) Smart Start. As indicated in Table 4.3, questions numbered 1- 19 in the interview 
protocol correlated to participants’ pre-college experiences in relation to attitude and approach to 
placement testing and questions numbered 20-26 in the interview protocol correlated to SMART 
in relation to the participants approach, perceptions, and behavior about placement testing after 
participating in SMART.  
Data collection was completed through six semi-structured interviews of students who 
participated in the SMART orientation. The interviews lasted from 60 – 90 minutes. The use of 
videotaping ensured the participants’ voices were accurately captured.   
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The study captured their descriptions of their pre-college experiences and perceptions 
about placement testing before and after participation in SMART. The results provides a 
discussion of the patterns, themes, and trends that emerged from the findings and the major focus 
points of the literature review.  
The data suggests that some of the views held by the researcher as possible answers to the 
research question were supported by the study. Five clear patterns and trends that emerged from 
the data, as depicted in table 4.4, will be discussed below. One key finding that was unexpected 
and a significant part of the experience and perceptions for the participants was grit and 
resiliency. Intertwined throughout all the themes was the role that grit and resiliency played in 
the participants’ experiences. 
Table 4.4 Key Trends Identified in the Data 
Theme 1 The participants felt unprepared for college because of tracking into 
lower level, non-college prep classes early in high school and low 
teacher expectations. 
Theme 2 The participants lacked confidence in their academic abilities and being 
adequately prepared for college level classes.  
Theme 3 The student’s lacked knowledge about the college admissions and 
enrollment process, including placement testing.  
Theme 4 Significance of family support in pursuit of higher education. 
Theme 5  Participants’ preparation and confidence increased after participating in 
SMART.  
 
Early tracking in high school.  
Early tracking into lower level classes and low expectations emerged as a prevalent 
theme. The students who are most prepared in high school will most likely be successful in 
college compared to students coming from lower performing schools or tracked into lower-level 
94 
 
 
 
classes. High school teachers may diminish students’ aspirations as teachers’ expectations for 
their students were lower than the parents or the student themselves. (US DEPT of Education 
2004). 
The majority of the participants shared that being tracked into lower level, non-college 
prep classes early in high school and the low expectations of teachers led to the participants 
feeling unprepared for college. This finding is directly supported by research, which indicates 
that completing high-level mathematics classes in high school (algebra II, pre-calculus, 
trigonometry, and calculus) is the best high school predictor of performing well academically in 
college (Adelman 1999, 2006). However, the participants tracked into lower level classes are 
concentrated in classes below algebra II, are not given the option of taking the higher level 
classes; thus are not prepared for college level classes.  
Additionally, four of the six participants indicated that they did not see themselves as 
college students. The participants expressed a low self-concept by further sharing that they 
expected to be labeled “remedial” students because they were enrolled in the “easy curriculum” 
for students not attending college.  According to O’Brien and Zudak (1998), segregated 
neighborhoods usually equate to inferior resources, which eventually results in inferior levels of 
education for minority groups. The participants equated inferior resources, with inferior 
education. The quality of the academic experience and the rigor of the high school curriculum 
are critical to student success in postsecondary education. (Adelman 1999, 2006). 
Lack of confidence in academic abilities. 
This theme was prevalent throughout the interviews and is directly related to the first 
theme, regarding tracking into lover level classes. The students expressed that they lacked 
95 
 
 
 
confidence in their academic abilities based on the early tracking into lower level classes that 
they experienced in high school. This finding is supported by Venezia, Bracco, and Nodine 
(2010) study, which found that the majority of students participating in the research study focus 
groups indicated that they experienced low expectations in high school and had low expectations 
about their ability to achieve academically. This overwhelmingly resonated with the majority of 
the participants and it created a tension between the participants’ self-efficacy and their view that 
indicated they were not college ready. In early studies, Bandura (1977) hypothesized that self-
efficacy affects a student’s choice of effort, and persistence. Students who have a low sense of 
self-efficacy for accomplishing a task may avoid it.  
The participants shared the doubts they felt around being “smart enough” for college and 
if they had the intellectual capability to be a college student. This belief is supported by 
Townsend’s research, which focused on high-stakes testing and African American students’ 
development of racial identity, self-concept, and achievement orientation. Townsend states, 
“Who students are, what they do prior to starting their post-secondary education, and where, and 
how they attend college can make a difference in their chances for obtaining a baccalaureate 
degree or another postsecondary credential” (Kohl et al, 2006, p. 17 0). The research findings are 
supported by Townsends’s research, which illustrates that students’ earlier experience with 
academic tracking had a direct impact of the development of their self-concept and their 
perception of their academic abilities. This is a critical finding because the participants who 
approach the placement test with low expectations and a lack of confidence in their abilities, will 
approach the test with a pessimistic attitude. This negative attitude and absence of confidence 
will negatively affect the participants’ performance on the placement test, resulting in low-test 
scores.  
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Lack of knowledge about the college admissions process.  
Overwhelmingly, the participants all indicated that the lack of information about the 
college admissions process impacted their ability to recognize the importance of placement 
testing, which is supported by research. In her book, Choosing Colleges: How Social Class and 
Schools Structure Opportunity, McDonough (1998) found that,  high schools with high minority 
populations and lower socioeconomic status tended to foster a high school-to-work culture. Low-
income minority students were not directed to college by guidance counselors, but instead to the 
workforce. The participants who were directed to college by their guidance counselors was 
recommend to the community college versus four-year institutions. 
The participants also expressed that the late notification of required placement testing, as 
well as lack of knowledge about the purpose of the test emerged as a dominant theme. As first 
generation college students, the students did not have sufficient information about the college 
enrollment process, including knowledge about placement testing. In another study, Student 
Voices of the Higher Education Pathway (2012) directly supports this finding. In the Student 
Voices of the Higher Education Pathway study, students indicated that the college could have 
done more to provide information earlier about the implications of placement tests. Students 
indicated that had they known about the time and cost of developmental courses they would have 
prepared more for the test.  
This directly connects to another prevalent theme, college cost. College costs was shared 
by all the participants as being an important factor in deciding whether to attend college, where 
to attend, and if attending college was seen as a possibility early in high school. This follows the 
research by St. John, Paulsen, & Carter 2005) who found that African American students are 
highly sensitive to college costs in terms of choosing and persisting in college. Additionally, 
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Terenzini (1996) found in their research that first generation and minority students were less 
knowledgeable about how to apply to college and how to obtain financial aid. This support the 
data from this study which found that the majority of participants did not receive information 
about the college admissions process or how to obtain financial aid.  
Moreover, only one student heard about the placement test in high school. All other 
participants’ learned about the test once they arrived on campus to register for classes. This is 
supported by a study by Safran and Visher (2010) who found that students frequently take the 
placement test the day they come to register rather than taking time to review the material and 
refresh their skills. This further supports the study’s data which finds that African American 
students take the college placement assessment with very little preparation or knowledge of the 
consequences of the high-stakes nature of the assessment (Bailey, 2009; Attwall, Lavin, Domina, 
& Levey, 2006).   
Family support. 
 Parents seem to influence both student enrollment decisions (Harper, 2012; Perna & Titus 
2005). Family support appeared to be a resounding important factor that contributed to the 
participants’ matriculation into the college. According to Harper (2012), parental expectations 
were the strongest predictor of predisposition to college. 
All of the participants articulated the value of family support on impacting their resilience 
and perseverance. Although the majority of the participants were first generation students, whose 
parents had not attended nor graduated from college, the parents often were the source of their 
motivation to enroll in college. This finding is supported by research which indicates that family 
and community support are vital to the success of minority students (Harper, 2012). Also, 
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research states that African American students perform better and are more likely to succeed 
when their families affirm their choices and encourage them to stay the course (Gutierrez, 2000). 
The participants all shared that their parents clearly articulated, as shared by President 
Obama, the connection between a college education and a ladder to the middle class. Those who 
were not first-generation college students gained tremendous insight from the life stories of their 
family members, whether positive or negative.  The study participants overwhelmingly attributed 
the support and encouragement of family as a primary source of motivation through their 
experience. This finding is directly supported by research which indicates that the parents of 
African American students who attended low-income, high-minority schools had higher 
expectations for college attendance when their children achieved high grades as well as 
participated in co-curricular activities (Hamrick & Stage, 2004). 
Additionally, Barbatis (2010) in his study of the factors that contribute to persistence for 
underprepared ethnically diverse community college students, found that the majority of the 
students expressed high levels of family support and the emphasis families placed on the 
importance of education.  
Participation in SMART. 
Tinto (1999) argued for the necessity of orientation programs to assist students and their 
families with understanding the social and academic adjustments necessary for college success. 
The data suggests that participation in SMART had a positive effect on the participants’ 
perceptions and behavior towards placement testing. The key behavior patterns which emerged 
from participation in SMART are as follows:  
 Increased confidence in academic skills. 
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 Increase student success behaviors. 
 Positive experience with placement testing. 
 Increased confidence in being a college student. 
The majority of the participants shared that they lacked confidence in their academic skills 
when they applied to the college, but since participating in SMART they have increased 
confidence in their academic abilities and now see themselves as a successful college student. 
During SMART all of the participants were actively engaged in the learning process. They 
diligently took notes and asked and answered questions when asked. The participants all engaged 
in additional preparation outside of SMART before taking the placement test. This additional 
individual preparation required focus, planning, and organization. The participants also shared 
that these were new behaviors that they learned during SMART and will carry into their college 
classrooms. The majority of the participants indicated that these were not behaviors they 
displayed in high school, but now feel this new skill set will make them better college students. 
This finding is supported by the research which indicates that completing an orientation course 
during the first term of enrollment promotes retention and improves GPA (Conrad, J., Glass, J. & 
Garrett, M., 1995). In addition, creating clear pathways that show students what to expect, as 
well as what success looks and feels like, orientations helps students bring meaning to their 
educational experiences and helps connect them to the institution (Kuh et al., 2005b). 
Furthermore, all the participants indicated that they had a positive experience with the 
placement test as a direct result of participating in SMART. The participants indicated that they 
felt prepared and confident in their abilities after SMART. Only one participant indicated that 
they wished they had more time to prepare for the math placement test, but felt confident with all 
other sections. The SMART participants also performed better on the assessment, as compared to 
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other African American students at the college as depicted in Figure 14.  Less than 50% of the 
African American students at the college earned scores which deemed them college ready in 
writing (used for English course placement) and reading, compared to 100% of the students who 
participated in SMART who earned scores in writing and reading which deemed them college 
ready.   
 
Figure 14: SMART placement test scores vs. non-SMART placement test scores. 
 
Unexpected Outcome. 
Although not part of the interview protocol, a prevalent theme, which emerged from 
participation in SMART was a sense of belonging. This was significant because many of the 
participants expressed a sense of insecurity about college in general. However, participants 
experienced SMART as an orientation to the college, not just as a prep program for the 
placement test. All of the participants indicated that SMART gave them an opportunity to not 
only prepare for the placement test, but also to feel connected to the college; that they belonged 
there. The participants explained that SMART provided the foundation for a strong supportive 
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community base with peers and college staff even before the semester began. The students also 
expressed that they were able to develop personal connections with college staff because the 
SMART staff “looked like them.” They felt comfortable and connected to the institution. Tierney 
(1999) states that African American students should maintain their ethnic identities and maintain 
precollege connections in order to be successful on college campuses.   
Additionally, research indicates that first-year experience programs, which include pre-
college and ongoing orientation programs, first-year seminars, and other new student advising 
and study group experiences, appear to be linked to a variety of positive outcomes for first-year 
students (Muraskin & Wilner 2004; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo 2005; Upcraft, Gardner, & 
Barefoot 2005; Upcraft et al., 1993).  
The African American students who participated in the SMART program appear to have 
valued the opportunity and benefited from it. The participants experience with SMART seem to 
collectively contribute to changes in their perceptions, behaviors, and approach to placement 
testing.  
Interpretations 
 
Remediation has become one of the greatest barriers to student success and 
disproportionately affects the persistence and retention rates of African American community 
college students (Bailey, 2009; Swail, 2003). This is due in part to the fact that nearly 70% of 
African American students at two-year colleges, which includes community colleges, require 
remediation and only 14.4% complete remediation courses and associated college-level classes 
in two years.  
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This research project aimed to provide some answers as to why African American 
community college students are overwhelmingly placing into developmental classes as a result of 
the placement exam. The results from this study indicate that the pre-college experiences of 
African American students were significant factors in the participants’ perceptions about their 
academic abilities and significantly impacted their negative approach to the test, resulting in low 
test scores. The participants were not knowledgeable about placement testing and did not even 
know the true purpose of the test. Participation in SMART however, positively impacted the 
participants’ perceptions and approach. Three significant findings emerged from the results, 
which include the following:  
 The majority of the participants lacked confidence in their academic abilities and felt 
unprepared for the placement test due to low teacher expectations and being tracked 
into lower level, non-college prep classes in high school. 
 All of the students lacked knowledge about placement testing purpose, process, and 
the high stakes nature of the test.  
 SMART provided a sense of belonging which increased students’ confidence in their 
academic abilities and preparation for the placement exam.  
The results from this study overwhelmingly indicate that the early tracking into low level, 
non-college prep classes that students experienced in high school set the students on a path to 
low academic attainment. Further, the students lacked confidence in their academic abilities as a 
direct result of this tracking. This pattern of low academic attainment and low expectations 
continued into college and would negatively affect the students’ performance on the placement 
test unless disrupted. Participation in SMART however, directly disrupted this pattern and 
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drastically improved the testing outcomes for the participants in this study. Essentially, SMART 
changed the participants’ perceptions and beliefs, which in term improved their self-confidence. 
In addition to assisting the participants with brushing up on their academic skills and preparing 
for the placement exam; those participants who participated in SMART had an improved sense 
of confidence in their abilities and believed that they could be successful college students. 
The results from this study also confirm that many African American community college 
students take the placement test with very little knowledge of the consequences of the high-
stakes nature of the test. The results indicate that the study participants incredibly did not have 
adequate information about enrolling in college, the placement test, or attending college. As the 
data supports, the participants would have taken the placement test despite being unprepared. 
This would have resulted in low test-scores, requiring remediation, and most likely low retention 
rates for these participants. However, participation in SMART provided the link for the 
participants between high school and higher education, providing knowledge and preparation. 
The results indicate that all of the participants, 100% prepared before taking the placement exam 
and felt more knowledgeable about the exam after participating in SMART. The SMART 
participants also performed better on the assessment, with more students scoring at the college 
level. In comparison, the other African American students at the college who did not participate 
in SMART, the largest percentage of those students scored at the developmental/remedial level. 
The results indicate that providing a comprehensive placement test orientation program, like 
SMART, prior to students taking the placement test, has a positive effect on African American 
community college students’ placement test scores.  
Additionally, results from this study indicate that participation in SMART provided a 
sense of belonging for the participants. This was significant because many of the participants 
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expressed a sense of self-doubt about college in general and feeling connected to a community 
eased that sense of not belonging for the participants. The data indicates that, although not 
intended, SMART served as a new student orientation to the college, providing an opportunity 
for the participants to feel connected to the institution. Tinto (1993) states that social integration 
occurs when students create relationships and connections outside of the classroom that are 
meaningful and directly impacts retention and completion. SMART provided the foundation for 
a strong supportive community base with peers and college staff early in the participants’ 
academic career. The development of personal connections with college staff is critical to 
retention and completion for African American community college students.  
Summary 
 
 The findings, results, and interpretations provided in Chapter 4 show an alignment with 
the research questions and provide ample evidence of how students perceived their placement 
test experiences before and after participating in SMART. The results clearly show that pre-
college experiences has an effect on student perceptions and approach to placement testing. 
Participants in the study clearly articulated their perceptions, beliefs and behaviors, translated 
into how they approach placement testing.  
Throughout the interviews, the participants in the study talked about how their pre-
college experiences effected their behaviors and how those behaviors were changed after 
participating in SMART. All students articulated that a pre-college orientation prep program has 
the potential to impact students’ successful entry as a college ready student and prepare those 
students for a successful transition into college. In Chapter 5, conclusions and recommended 
actions to support continued progress will be shared.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Introduction 
 
“When we want to understand what stands out for people in a given situation, 
phenomenological research gives voice to their experiences in a singularly powerful way” (Davis 
et al., 2004). The purpose of this phenomenological study was to give a voice to the pre-college 
experiences of six African American community college students’ perceptions of their placement 
test experiences after participating in the SMART orientation and further explore the pre-college 
experiences of those students in relation to placement testing. This chapter is divided into four 
sections, which include the following:  an overview of the study, conclusions, recommendations, 
and a summary. 
Overview of Study 
Remediation has become one of the greatest barriers to student success and 
disproportionately affects the persistence and retention rates of African American community 
college students (Bailey, 2009; Swail, 2003). The seemingly straightforward placement testing 
process is complex and confusing and results in poor outcomes for the majority of African 
American community college students (Bailey, 2009; Del-Amen, 2011; Hodara, 2011). Many 
African American students take the college placement test with very little preparation or 
knowledge of the consequences of the high-stakes nature of the test. This lack of preparation and 
knowledge negatively affects students’ scores on the placement test and results in inaccurate 
scores and unnecessary remedial classes (Bailey, 2009; Attwall, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006). 
African American students who begin in developmental courses have low persistence rates and 
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are seldom retained through graduation (Allen, 2010; Community College Resource Center, 
2010; Complete College America, 2012; Springer, 2010). 
Additionally, students’ pre-college experiences affect their perceptions, beliefs and 
approach to placement testing. Research studies indicate that high school experiences, 
developmental education placement, and academic achievement are all predictors of student 
success (Cole et al., 2009). Even with an increased focus on course placement systems and the 
effectiveness of remedial or developmental education, little research focused on African 
American community college students’ placement test experiences, in terms of their pre-college 
experiences and their knowledge and perceptions about placement testing. The purpose of this 
phenomenological study was to explore and give voice to how African American community 
college students perceived their placement test experiences after participating in the SMART 
orientation and further explore the pre-college experiences of these students in relation to their 
perceptions of placement testing. The researcher hoped that the findings would help address 
many of the stereotypes held about African Americans students’ ability to be successful college 
students.  
In this study, the researcher used a semi-structured interview protocol and interviewed six 
African American community college students who volunteered to participate in SMART and 
the interview process. The participants were all freshmen students who were required to take the 
placement test to determine if they scored at the college level. The participants’ age range were 
from 19 to 29, with an average age of 21. There were two males and four females who 
participated in the interviews. All of the participants attended a public high school, but in 
different school districts. The individual participant’s high school grade point average (GPA) 
ranged from a low C with a 2.3 GPA being the lowest to a near perfect 4.0 GPA.  
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The primary research questions, which guided this study are as follows:  
1. How does African American community college students’ pre-college experiences 
(enrollment choices, early tracking and academic preparation, college readiness, 
family support, peer support, and motivation to learn) affect their attitude and 
approach to placement testing? 
2. To what extent does the Smart Start Orientation experience affect African American 
community college students’ approach, perceptions and behavior about placement 
testing? 
This study sought to provide an operational link between increasing the placement of African 
American community college students in college-level courses and ultimately increasing 
retention and completion rates for African American community college students. 
Conclusions 
 
Several pre-college experiences: (a) enrollment choices, (b) early tracking and academic 
preparation, (c) college readiness, and (d) motivation to learn – had a negative effect on the 
participants’ attitude and approach to placement testing. Whereas, family support and peer 
support were positive pre-college experiences for the participants. Similarly, the participants’ 
perceptions and attitudes were positively impacted and changed after participating in SMART. 
Specifically, the significant findings that emerged from this study include the following:  
 Before participating in SMART, the participants reported that they lacked confidence in 
their academic abilities and felt unprepared for college level courses due to low teacher 
expectations and being tracked into lower level, non-college prep classes in high school. 
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 Before participating in SMART, the participants conveyed that they had inadequate 
knowledge about the college admissions and enrollment process, including information 
about placement testing. 
 Participants revealed that family support was a significant factor in their persistence and 
pursuit of higher education. 
 Participants reported that participation in SMART increased  their confidence in their 
academic abilities, provided a sense of belonging at the institution, and increased 
participants’ preparation for the placement exam 
The table below summarizes the research questions, the themes related to the questions and 
conclusions. The first research question focused on investigating the effect of pre-college 
experiences on the participants’ approach, perceptions, and attitude towards placement testing 
and the second question focused on the effect, if any, of SMART on those perceptions and 
attitudes.  
Table 5.1 Conclusions Based on the Research Questions 
Research Question Themes Related to the 
Question 
Conclusions Based on the Theme 
Research Question #1 
How does African American 
community college students’ 
pre-college experiences 
(enrollment choices, early 
tracking and academic 
preparation, college 
readiness, family support, 
peer support, and motivation 
to learn) affect their attitude 
and approach to placement 
testing? 
 Enrollment Choices 
 Early tracking and 
Academic 
Preparation 
 College Readiness 
 Family Support 
 Peer Support 
 Motivation to Learn 
 
The participants’ pre-college 
experiences influenced their 
attitudes and approach to 
placement testing.  
 
 Enrollment choices, early 
tracking and academic 
preparation, college readiness, 
and motivation to learn had a 
negative effect on the 
participants’ attitude and 
approach to placement testing. 
o Early tracking into the 
lower level non-college 
prep curriculum and low 
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teacher expectations 
resulted in reduced 
resources and a lack of 
confidence in academic 
skills. 
o The participants lacked 
information about the 
college enrollment process. 
o The participants lacked 
preparation and 
information about the 
purpose and high stakes 
nature of placement 
testing. 
 Family support and peer 
support were positive pre-
college experiences for the 
participants. 
o Family support was a 
critical element for 
participants to pursue 
higher education. 
 
Research Question #2  
To what extent does the 
Smart Start Orientation 
experience affect African 
American community college 
students’ approach, 
perceptions and behavior 
about placement testing?  
 Placement testing 
perceptions and 
knowledge 
 Self-confidence  
 College enrollment 
process 
 College success 
factors 
 Sense of belonging 
 The participants’ perceptions 
and attitudes were positively 
impacted by participating in 
SMART. 
o The participants had a 
positive experience with 
placement testing and felt 
an increased confidence 
and motivation.  
o The participants had an 
increase in student success 
behaviors. 
o Role models of color 
created a sense of 
belonging and increased 
participants’ confidence in 
their academic abilities. 
 
Pre-college experiences influenced their attitudes about placement testing 
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The participants’ pre-college experiences had a direct impact on their attitude and 
approach to placement testing. This is supported by Swail (2003) who recognized that “we take a 
cumulative, longitudinal view of what matters to student success, recognizing that students do 
not come to postsecondary education tabula rasa.” In other words, participants are a 
combination of their pre-college experiences; many years of complex cultural interactions with 
their family, community, and educational environments. These individual experiences influenced 
the participants’ approach to placement testing. Specifically, being tracked into lower level, non-
college prep classes early in high school and the low expectations of teachers led to the 
participants feeling unprepared for college. These early experiences became a self-fulfilling 
prophecy and drove the participants into believing that they needed remedial classes before they 
ever took the placement test.  
Furthermore, academic tracking had a direct impact on the development of the 
participants’ self-concept and their perception of their academic abilities. These early educational 
experiences made participants question their intellectual abilities and influenced the level of 
effort they would put towards their performance on the test. This is critical because the 
participants who approach the placement test with low expectations and a lack of confidence in 
their abilities, will approach the test with a pessimistic attitude. This negative attitude and 
absence of confidence will negatively affect the student’s performance on the placement test, 
resulting in inaccurate test scores and possibly remediation.  
It is further concluded that because the participants were tracked into the non-college 
prep classes in high school, these participants did not receive adequate information about the 
college admissions process or placement testing. This coupled with the student’s lack of 
confidence in their academic abilities, directly influenced the participants’ perceptions about 
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placement testing. The participants learned about the placement test late, did not understand the 
purpose, and had no plans to prepare for the test with the expectation that they would perform 
poorly on the test.  
In contrast, the participants still believed that a college education provided economic 
stability and a ladder to the middle class and the “American Dream.”  In spite of their earlier 
negative experiences, family support was a critical factor in supporting the participants’ pursuit 
of higher education.  The participants depended on family, many who had not attended college, 
to provide guidance and motivation. The participants exhibited a sense of grit and resiliency 
which they attributed directly to their family’s support and encouragement to succeed despite the 
odds.  
SMART participants had a positive experience with placement testing and an increase in 
student success behaviors. 
In comparing the participants’ perceptions about placement testing prior to participating in 
SMART and their perceptions after SMART, it can be concluded that SMART had a positive 
influence on the participants’ placement test experiences. All students indicated that after 
participating in SMART they had a positive placement testing experience.  The students 
attributed this to four things: (a) having a clear understanding of the purpose of placement 
testing, (b) clearly understanding the college admissions process and the role placement testing 
plays in that process, (c) developing a sense of confidence in their academic abilities, and (d) 
being provided the opportunity to prepare and demonstrate their true academic abilities.   
Overall, the participants indicated that having a clear understanding of the purpose of 
placement testing was a critical outcome of SMART. The students believed that the early 
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tracking in high school led them to doubt their academic abilities, but SMART built a sense of 
confidence that they had not experienced before.  
Additionally, the students indicated that they did not have a clear understanding of the 
college admissions process or how to make the transition to being a college student. The 
participants did not know how that was defined, how it differed from high school, or what were 
the expectations? Placement testing was placed in context with the college admissions process 
and students understood the high stakes nature of the test and delayed taking the test in order to 
adequately prepare.  
SMART provided a sense of belonging which increased students’ confidence in their 
academic abilities. 
Although not part of the interview protocol, a prevalent theme, which emerged from 
participation in SMART was a sense of belonging. This was significant because many of the 
participants expressed a sense of insecurity about college in general. However, participants 
experienced SMART as an orientation to the college, not just as a prep program for the 
placement test. All of the participants indicated that SMART gave them an opportunity to not 
only prepare for the placement test, but also to feel connected to the college and that they 
belonged there. The participants explained that SMART provided the foundation for a strong 
supportive community base with peers and college staff even before the semester began. The 
students also expressed that they were able to develop personal connections with college staff 
because the SMART staff “looked like them.” They felt comfortable and connected to the 
institution. This is important, as stated by Tierney (1999), that African American students should 
maintain their ethnic identities and maintain precollege connections in order to be successful on 
college campuses.   
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Recommendations 
 
Based on the findings and results of the data collected from this study and the literature 
review, the researcher makes the following recommendations listed below. The 
recommendations are divided into three sections.  The first are recommendations for the 
community college who may find the results of this study helpful as they continue to plan and 
implement programming to address the retention and completion of African American students 
at the college. The second recommendations are for high schools as they prepare their students 
for college. The final section is recommendations for further study.  
Recommendations for XYZ community college.  
The researcher has the following recommendations for XYZ community college (in no 
particular order). 
Recommendation #1. 
The community college should improve communication about the placement test and 
placement process and offer robust preparation materials more proactively. The students’ lack of 
confidence and low expectations of their academic performance may make them less likely to 
take advantage of test preparation opportunities on their own. It is critical that students have the 
knowledge and tools needed to perform as well as they can on the placement exam so that their 
scores accurately reflect their content knowledge and skills. Therefore, the community college 
should communicate the message that placement exam preparation will produce more accurate 
course placement. Furthermore, the students should be made aware of the implications of 
placement exams on the extended program time to graduation and increased tuition cost as a 
result of inaccurate developmental placement. Also, this information should be provided earlier 
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in the students’ educational process, preferably in high school. This will better align the test 
preparation with all other testing which occurs during the junior and senior year of high school.  
Recommendation #2. 
The community college should incorporate a SMART orientation program as part of the 
early admissions process for all freshmen African American students. SMART will provide 
robust and structured preparation in addition to providing an opportunity for African American 
students to develop a sense of belonging which is critical to African American students’ 
persistence and retention.  
Recommendation #3. 
The community college should partner with community agencies that provide scholarships to 
African American students and incorporate a SMART orientation program as part of the 
scholarship award process. SMART will provide robust and structured preparation in addition to 
providing an opportunity for African American students to develop a sense of belonging which is 
critical to African American students’ persistence and retention.  
Recommendation #4. 
African American students should not be placed into developmental courses based on a 
single measure. Instead, the students’ pre-college experiences along with an assessment of 
non-cognitive measures should be used to help guide students into the appropriate courses, 
particularly if placement test scores are near the cutoff.  The community college uses only 
one single placement test measure to determine a students’ college readiness. Even if a 
student is one point away from scoring at the college level, they will be placed in a 
developmental course. The researcher recommends that a multiple measures approach be 
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used and that the assessment and placement processes would rely less on the placement 
exams as the sole determinant of students’ placement. Ideally, the community college would 
introduce a more comprehensive assessments of students’ college readiness using additional 
non-cognitive measures such as students’ motivation, grit, resiliency, high school GPA and 
perceived importance of attending as better predictors of success (Scott-Clayton, Crosta, & 
Belfield, 2012; Turner, 2004). Grit and motivation have been shown to be critical factors in 
determining college success for African American students.  
Recommendation #5.  
It is recommended that a steering committee be created to address African American 
students’ placement in developmental classes and implementation of the SMART Orientation 
program. It is recommended that the steering committee consist of key personnel from the 
community college, faculty, students, and representatives from local high schools. 
Recommendations for high schools. 
Based on the findings in the study, pre-college experience have a critical impact on how 
African American community college students approach the placement test. Because these early 
experiences are connected to the students’ high school experiences, it is critical that high schools 
play a role in addressing developmental education placement. Based on the data collected from 
this study, the researcher recommends the following for the high schools.  
Recommendation #1. 
The high schools should provide all students, irrespective of their curriculum track, with 
college enrollment information early in their high school career, preferably ninth grade 
Recommendation #2.  
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The high schools should provide an opportunity for students to be exposed to the placement 
test process in high school. The high schools should partner with the community college and 
expose African American students to SMART in the 11th grade. This will provide an opportunity 
to identify a student’s skill gaps early in high school, provide remediation opportunities, and 
build confidence through a SMART orientation. This will increase the likelihood of accurate 
course placement for African American students.   
Recommendations for further research. 
During the literature review, it was evident that few phenomenological studies have been 
completed on understanding the students’ voice regarding pre-college experiences and effect on 
placement testing. Based on the results from this study, the researcher makes the following 
recommendations.  
Recommendation #1.  
It is recommended that another study be conducted which focuses on the impact of SMART 
on African American students’ performance on the placement test as opposed to focusing on the 
broader approach of pre-college experiences. It would be beneficial for the site to be informed of 
the current data and reflect on and evaluate how they can better understand the importance of a 
placement test orientation on African American students’ performance on the placement test. 
This information would be critical to the development of programming aimed at African 
American students’ retention and completion.  
Recommendation #2. 
The data supported a high level of motivation and grit displayed by the students, but not 
captured via the current placement testing process. The researcher recommends that the 
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community college conduct a study utilizing multiples measures, which takes into account grit 
and resiliency, in determining the college readiness for African American students. This will 
assist in better determining the need for developmental courses, thereby influencing the retention 
and completion of these students. 
These recommendations can be used to guide future decisions and provide direction for 
program development that supports African American students’ success in degree completion 
and the ability to compete in a global society. 
Summary 
 
The research literature suggests that providing developmental education and improving 
outcomes for African American students are complicated issues. This research study aimed to 
provide some answers as to why African American community college students are 
overwhelmingly placing into developmental classes and provide an operational link between 
increasing placement of African American community college students in college-level courses, 
thereby increasing the retention and completion rates for these students. This research study gave 
a voice to the pre-college experiences of six African American community college students’ 
perceptions of their placement test experiences after participating in the SMART orientation and 
further exploring the pre-college experiences of those students in relation to placement testing.  
In addressing developmental education reform, it is important for community colleges to 
recognize that some pre-college experiences - enrollment choices, early tracking and academic 
preparation, college readiness, and motivation to learn – had a negative effect on African 
American student’s attitude and approach to placement testing; whereas, family support and peer 
support were positive pre-college experiences for these students. Additionally, participation in 
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SMART had a positive impact and dramatically changed the initial negative perceptions and 
attitudes of the students. Therefore, as community colleges review their persistence and retention 
programs for African American students, a structured orientation and preparation for placement 
testing should be an integral part of program creation.  
Most importantly, as community colleges tackle the institutional challenges of addressing 
developmental education reform, and the low persistence and graduation rates for African 
American students who begin in developmental courses, it must be implicit that the pre-college 
experiences for African American students call for a different approach. Community college 
institutions must recognize the significance of placement test preparation as well as family 
support, community college partnerships with sending schools, and student and community 
college staff relationships “people who look like them,” are critical factors in improving the 
success outcomes for African American students who begin their college careers at the 
community college.  
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Appendix A: XYZ Community College Academic Readiness Policy 
 
Academic Affairs 
Board of Trustees Policy 
SUBJECT: 
Academic Readiness 
NUMBER: 
3.4 
DATE: 
Spring 2012 Implementation 
SUPERSEDES: 
Placement Testing 3.4 June 2004 
 
Purpose 
In an effort to support student success and to safeguard academic standards, XYZ, requires that 
new first time students demonstrate academic readiness upon admission. If academic readiness 
cannot be demonstrated, then students will need to complete courses and/or services which are 
intended to prepare them for success. 
Policy 
New first time students must demonstrate academic readiness as outlined in their respective 
programs of study through alternative validations and/or standardized diagnostic assessments in 
the areas of mathematics, reading, and English. Unless they meet one of the exemptions, 
standardized diagnostic assessment is required for new first time students. It is required that 
students begin their pre-college (developmental) coursework within completion of the first 15 
college-level credits. Students must satisfy course prerequisites or show proof of prerequisite 
competency for any course in which they intend to enroll. 
Procedures 
Apply for admission to the College and show proof of academic readiness. 
If proof of academic readiness is not met, College standardized diagnostic assessments must be 
completed. 
Students may prepare for these assessments in two ways: they may visit http://www. (Sample 
Tests) to complete online practice assessments, and/or they may visit Tutorial Services to 
participate in preparation workshops. 
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Students with documented disabilities receive testing at the Disability Services Center in a 
distraction-reduced environment with special accommodations or adaptive technology (as 
appropriate). 
Assessments are valid for placement purposes for five calendar years. 
Assessment Parameters 
Students are eligible for one retest in each subject area, with the higher score prevailing. 
Competency-based standardized test scores are valid for five years. 
Students who place into two or more pre-college courses must complete SCS 101 prior to 
completion of 15 credits. 
Students who exhibit unsatisfactory academic competency on all of the College’s standardized 
diagnostic assessments will be required to enroll in a College/community partnership adult basic 
education program. Upon retesting and prior to starting the adult basic education program, these 
students must score above set cut-off scores on one or more retests in order to be permitted to 
enroll in College courses. Continuous enrollment in the adult basic education program will be 
maintained until students test above the set cut-off scores on at least two tests, after which time 
these students will be permitted to enroll at the College. 
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Appendix B: XYZ Community College Placement Test Exemptions 
 
Placement Testing Exemptions 
All new students are required to take the Accuplacer Placement Test to assess their academic 
skills in reading, writing, and math and determine the courses that are right for you. Students 
may be exempt from testing if they meet any of the guidelines below.  
 
Who is exempt from taking the placement test? 
Students who have taken a college course and earned a C or higher.  
Students who have earned an associate degree or higher. Degrees no longer have an expiration 
date.  
Students enrolling in the Phlebotomy Certificate of Completion program. 
Students enrolling in the Virtual Assistance Certificate of Completion program. 
Students enrolling in the Culinary Arts Certificate or Baking and Pastry Arts Certificate 
Programs. 
Power Program students. 
 Non-degree seeking students or students taking classes for personal enrichment or professional 
development. 
Guest students enrolled as an admitted student at another college or university. 
 
What tests are exempted? 
Students who earned certain scores on the ACT, AP, CLEP, PSAT, PSSA, SAT, 
ACCUPLACER, or COMPASS test or college credit can be exempted. Please see the chart 
below for the score needed to be exempted from placement testing. 
 
Math Placement Test Exemptions English Placement Test Exemptions 
Test/Course Score Needed Test/Course Score 
Needed 
ACT Math Score 22 ACT English/Writing Score 22 
AP Calculus AB 3 AP English Language & 
Composition 
3 
AP Calculus BC 3 AP Literature & Composition 3 
AP Statistics 3 College Level English composition 
Class 
Grade of “C” 
College Level Math Class Grade of “C” PSAT Writing 50 
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PSSA Math 1400  SAT Writing Score 500 
PSAT Math 52   
SAT Math Score 520   
Earned A or B in Algebra II (within five years of 
attending MCCC) exempt from MAT 011  
  
Reading Placement Test Exemptions  
Test/Course Score Needed 
ACT Reading Score 21 
AP Scores A score of 3 or higher on any one AP test. Math and foreign language are not 
included. 
College Level Course Earned six college-level credits, with a C or better, in any of the following 
subjects: anthropology, astronomy, biology, chemistry, criminal justice, 
economics, geography, geology, history, literature, philosophy, physics, 
political science, psychology, and sociology. Technology, music, dance, 
math, foreign languages, and studio art are not considered reading 
intensive courses.  
PSAT Reading  50 
SAT Reading Score 500 
 Students with a 3.5 high school GPA 
 
Can different test/score reports be used for each exemption? 
You can use several different score reports to earn exemptions. If you submit several different score 
reports, we will take the highest score from each score report and/or transcript.  
 
How do I get an exemption if my test scores are high enough? 
To be exempt from a placement test, students must provide a score report (within the last five years) 
a high school transcript, and/or a college transcript for evaluation at the time of or before testing.  
An unofficial transcript or score report can be used for evaluation of exemptions, but the official 
report must be sent to the College. 
 
What classes can I enroll in if I am exempt from placement testing?  
If you are exempt from placement testing, you will be exempt from taking developmental level 
courses and can enroll in college level classes. If you have had higher level math classes in high 
school, you should still take the math placement test to determine if you place in a higher level math 
class. Your advisor will help you decide on the right courses and testing for you.  
 
Do Dual Enrollment students take the placement test? 
You are required to take the placement test to satisfy the prerequisite(s) only for the courses in 
which you wish to enroll. Upon graduation from high school, if you are not exempt from testing 
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you will need to take the placement test in order to enroll in classes. Your advisor will help you 
determine which test if any you will need to take.  
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Appendix C: Letter of Inquiry 
 
(Date) 
 
Dear ____________, 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study on the experiences of students who 
participated in the Smart Start Orientation program at XYZ Community College. The purpose of 
this study is to explore the impact of the Smart Start orientation program on African American 
students’ performance on the ACCUPLACER® placement test and further explore the pre-
college experiences of African American students in relation to placement testing. This study is 
being conducted as part of the dissertation requirement for my Doctoral Degree in Educational 
Leadership and Management at Drexel University. 
If you choose to participate, I request to conduct a one-to-one interview lasting anywhere 
between 45 to 90 minutes. For the purpose of data collection, I ask that I be permitted to audio 
and video tape the interview and take handwritten notes through the process.  
Participation in this study is completely voluntary, all participants will remain anonymous, and 
you are free to decide not to participate or to withdraw at any time without consequence. There 
are no known risks and/or discomforts associated with this study.  
 
If you have any questions, I would be happy to talk to you in more detail. I can be reached at 
(___) __________, or by email at ___@drexel.edu. You can also text me at (___) __________ if 
you prefer.  
Thank you for your time and I look forward to your response. 
 
 Sincerely, 
 
Cecial N. Henderson 
Doctoral Candidate, Drexel University 
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Form 
 
Students’ Perspectives: A Qualitative Study of African American Community College Students’ 
Experiences with Placement Testing 
 
 
Dear Participant: 
By signing this consent form, you are agreeing to participate in a research study being conducted 
by Cecial N. Henderson, a doctoral candidate at Drexel University. The purpose of this study is 
to explore the impact of the Smart Start orientation program on African American students’ 
performance on the ACCUPLACER® placement test and further explore the pre-college 
experiences of African American students in relation to placement testing. The interview is 
designed to last approximately 60-90 minutes and you will be asked a variety of questions 
regarding placement testing and your experiences with the Smart Start orientation program, 
placement testing, and other related questions. The interview will be videotaped and recorded. 
Results of this study will be used in a dissertation as part of Drexel University’s doctorate of 
education program. All participants will remain anonymous. Please understand that your 
participation is completely voluntary and that you are free to withdraw at any time. Please feel 
free to ask any questions you have about this study.   
There are no known risks and/or discomforts associated with this study and your name or other 
personal identifiers will not be included with the research findings.   
 
By signing below, I _______________________________ agree to being interviewed  
                                                                                    Name (Printed)   
and recorded for the purposes of the above described research study. 
   
 
____________________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature                 Date 
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Appendix E: ACCUPLACER® Sample Assessment 
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Appendix F – Interview Protocol 
 
Analyzing the Impact of the Smart Start Orientation Program Relating to African American 
Students’ Success on the Accuplacer® Placement Exam 
 
Enrollment Choices:  
1. What were your early thoughts about attending college as a youth? 
2. Tell me about the people you knew growing up who attended college?  
3. Tell me about their experiences they shared with you about getting in to college? 
4. Did you always believe college attendance was a possibility for you? Why or why not? 
5. Why did you choose to attend a community college? necessary 
Early Tracking and Academic Preparation:  
1. Tell me about the classes you took in high school?  
2. Tell me how you connected your high school classes to being essential for college?  
3. Tell me how your high school classes prepared you for college? 
College Readiness: 
1. Tell me about the times a placement test was discussed with you in high school.  
2. When did you know you had to take a placement test?  
3. Did you prepare before you took the placement test? Why or why not?  
Family and Peer Support 
1. Did either of your parents graduate from college with a bachelor’s degree or higher? 
2. Tell me about the conversations you had with your parents or other family members 
about attending college.  
3. Tell me about your friends and are they attending college? 
4. Tell me about who supports your college decision? Explain how they do that?  
Motivation to learn:  
1. When you were faced with new & challenging high school material, how did you 
approach the new and challenging academic material? 
2. What are your goals? Where do you want to see yourself in 5 years, 10 years? 
Smart Start Orientation 
1. Tell me about your feelings about placement testing after completing SMART? 
2. Do you feel the SMART experience prepared you for the placement exam? Why or why 
not? 
3. If you were selected to speak with high school students about placement testing, tell me 
what would you tell them? Did this explanation change after participation in SMART? 
How? Why? 
4. Tell me about the tools and skills you learned from SMART? How will these be 
beneficial in your college classes?  
5. Tell me about behaviors that changed for you after participation in SMART? How did it 
impact your decision to prepare for the placement exam?  
